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This Warren of Mine 


by TheMarginalThinker 


Summary 


Flanking the great Mississippi river are the metropolises of Minneapolis and Saint Paul, 
Minnesota. 


This is a story of those that call the shared, beating heart of the Twin Cities home. 


Notes 


Hello! Welcome to my first ever Vampire: The Masquerade fic! This has been a pretty good 
while in the works, and I'm so excited to finally start sharing it! There are a couple of points 
I'd like to start off with, which may be more salient as the fic progresses: 


One - this is only very, very, VERY loosely based off of the vtm comic 'Winter's Teeth’. 
Certain characters, as mentioned in the tags, will make cameos, but this story is nominally 
centered around ocs. 


Two - I've been somewhat humorously describing this to myself and friends as "World of 
Darkness without the Darkness'. This story will take a somewhat lighter tone with the WoD 
source material. Rather than the world being EXTRA dark, it's just...a reflection of the real 
world with all its ups and downs. But there's still vampires. 


Two point five - the title was suggested to me by my wonderful partner! Based off of the 
game 'This War of Mine' as the stories share similar themes :> 


That's my piece said. Thank you for reading if you do, and I hope to keep you entertained as 
my characters keep me! 


24 Hour Inconvenience 


November 30th, 2010 


Somehow, without even the need to breathe, the frigid air of late November still claws its 
way down her throat. 


Charlie clenches her teeth as she watches another group of people walk through the doors, 
into the warmth of the store. She could see the puffs of steam rise from their mouths as they 
stride in. She hisses out her own, and no such cloud comes. She was just as cold on the inside 
as she was out. 


She’d come to do something about that. 


Already, she could feel the pull of that...weird stasis in her bones. It had already snowed a 
couple times this season, the drifts piled up near the roads and at the very ends of the parking 
lot. Mounds soiled black and gray with gravel and runoff. Charlie thinks, based on how 
things were currently going, she was lucky to come out of that state of torpor at all tonight. 
Just last week, when the wind had gotten the temperatures down past freezing, she’d woken 
not one, but two days after she’d gone to ‘sleep’. And it was only going to get colder. 


Welcome to Minnesota. 


Her shoes stood in the driest spot she could find, tucked away in a little patch of shadow near 
the garden section. Towers of salt and sand for people’s sidewalks and driveways loomed 
over her, providing her with a neat little alley. The plastic wrap keeping the pallets held 
together crinkled under her hands, cold, damp. 


Another round of people approach the doors. Some teenagers, chatting between each other as 
they come down the walkway. 


Charlie withdraws a little, and takes another breath. Ugh. The cold was making her feel logy 
and stiff, but it helps steady her, some calming reflex in the action left. On her back was a 
plain, serviceable backpack. Currently, it is mostly empty. 


She had a lot to fit into it, after all. 


Her freehand reaches up to adjust her glasses before clutching the bag, knowing she’ll need 
contact with it to do this right. The group of teens were almost to the door. She’d have to time 
this just right. 


It would be bad if someone noticed the doors opening with no one there for them to open to. 


Charlie looks down, at the hand clutching the pallet. She concentrates. Within her, a memory 
of warmth blooms. Like holding your breath for too long but backwards. 


Even after six months, and of being able to do this for four of them, it still freaks her out a 
little. Before her very eyes, eyes trained on the hand - the whole arm - it just. Blinks away. A 
vanishing-point trick. What was before seen now tucked away in the blind-spot of the mind. 


It was bloody useful...while she could hold it. 


That is of course the hell of it all. Charlie scowls at herself. She has about half an hour, 
maybe, before it wore off and whatever tank she’s drawing from to fuel it demands a refill. 


Charlie tried not to think about that part. This was necessary. 
When she’d woken up after the two day long freeze-nap she’d been...in a way. A bad one. 
She didn’t want a repeat. 


Good and cloaked in the emptiness that comes from convincing a mind to simply not see 
something, convincing the eyes looking right at it that it’s simply not there at all, Charlie slips 
out from her hiding spot. 


The rush of cars driving past, the rustle of a stray plastic bag drifting by, and the laughter of 
the group of teens mask whatever footsteps might have echoed on the asphalt. Good. It turns 
out, when one is trying to be a total ghost, the confused look people get when something 
makes a sound but isn’t there is actually quite terrifying. 


She follows behind by ten feet, maybe less. She has to be close, to make sure the doors don't 
close on her, but getting too close sets her teeth on edge. Being in the store would hardly be 
any better. 


The doors slide open for the group and with it came a wash of warm air. Carried on it was the 
scent of rust from the cart racks, dirty water on the floor from shoes tracking in snow slush, 
food from the store. 


And people. 


It coats Charlie’s mouth, thick in the warmth of the enclosed space, even a big box store. 
How many thousands came in here, every day, every hour while the sun was still up? Leaving 
the traces of themself on shelves, the floor, in the air. 


It takes as much concentration as holding onto her little invisibility trick to keep her feet from 
wandering, following the impulse in her gut. 


Finally, the second set of doors slide shut and the group of teenagers in front of her trail off 
deeper into the store. Charlie blinks as she steps out of the overhang of the doorway and into 
the proper light. Above, the glare of the fluorescents makes her squint. Momentarily, her 
glasses fog up, condensation from the outside cold meeting the inside warm. Ugh, annoying. 
She isn’t going to waste her invisibility finding another quiet, dark corner to wait for them to 
clear all the way, though. This is already risky. 


Charlie quickly steps out of the way of the floor of incoming traffic, despite the late hour, just 
in case. She came through the ‘home goods’ section of the store. Before her are rows of 


household trinketry - cutlery, boxes of appliances, furniture and hardware further back. The 
signs above show the way to whatever a person may be looking for. Charlie passes most of it 
by. However, her eyes do linger on the stationary isles. The clean, new notebooks, bright fun 
pens and stickers... 


“Focus,” Charlie whispers to herself, minding that no wayward customer or staff on 
restocking duty is about. 


Some other night, maybe. When she really needs the colorful treats. 


In the back corner, she finds her prize. The ‘outdoors’ section covers a wide array of items, 
mostly for hunting and fishing (despite being in the middle of the damn city). Camping 
supplies as well, like cast iron pans and small tents and foldable chairs. Charlie had made 
herself familiar with the sleeping bag section not long ago, but she isn’t here for more of that. 


At the endcap of one of the isles, two large boxes sit open for customers to easily reach in 
and take what they wanted. ‘Hot Hands Hand and Feet Warmers’ reads the signage. 


Thank goodness there are still so many. The boxes are both almost halfway full. 


Charlie huffs a breath through her teeth and quickly looks around. At this time of night this 
comer of the store was practically abandoned. 


Though...a fast glance up and- yep. The little black dome of a camera with its beady little 
eye trained on her from the ceiling. 


Well, not on her specifically....hopefully...but watching the place nonetheless. From her 
knowledge of stores like this, at this time, most of what meager security it hired was home. 
The tapes would be overturned in the morning. 


Charlie reflexively wipes a hand on her hoodie, despite there being no perspiration to wipe 
off, and turns back to the boxes. 


She’d only have a few moments to do this if she wants to be safe. 


Charlie slips the bag off her shoulder, making sure it’s unzipped good and wide. She reaches 
forward and lays a hand upon a pile of the hand warmers. 


As soon as her bare skin makes contact with them, like a popping in the inner ear at high 
altitudes, she is suddenly slipped out of that secure non-space of invisibility. 


Charlie works fast. Eyes casting from one side to the other while she does, she stuffs hand 
warmer after hand warmer into the bag, until between the two, she’s got a full bag’s worth. 


“Okay, let’s go,” she whispers again to herself. Feeling the weight of her gains, Charlie 
wastes no time zipping up the bag and slinging it back over her shoulder. 


The corner of the store is still quiet, and she is still alone. 


It’s always harder the second time, after having dropped the trick, but she can’t stay here. The 
flesh around her bones seems to clench, beginning a silent protest against this much effort - 
this much fuel used for such a small task - but Charlie sucks it up 


Once more, the edges of the world fuzz around her, dimming in the mind of anyone on- 
looking. 


Once more, she’s vanished. 


Charlie lets her arms hang loose at her side now. It’s been ten minutes, maybe a little less. 
And she’s still got to get ‘home.’ Time to go. 


She casts one more look over her shoulder. Towards the camera dome. 


She wonders, if there were real eyes on the other side of the electronic, what they might have 
seen. What they made of it, if they did. 


As long as they didn’t try to find her, Charlie supposes. 


Charlies makes back for the doors she came in through. With the quiet, she can hear people in 
the more populated areas of the building, at the grocery side and registers. Idly, she runs a 
tongue across the jagged points of teeth on either side of her mouth. It doesn’t help with the 
growing niggling in her middle that she’s almost learned to ignore now with how long it’s 
been there. Never going away, only ever soothed but never truly gone... 


A hundred feet to the entrance, door in sight, Charlie feels it. 


When Charlie passes an aisle - a disorganized mess of discount items not yet legal to throw 
away despite basically being trash - she finally passes someone for the first time since 
coming in. She doesn’t turn her head to look at them, knowing that for all intents and 
purposes she’s not there. Something something, tempting fate. 


No need on her end, apparently, because the moment she does, passing the shape of the 
person standing there, something like a trickle of cold water races down her spine. 


Suddenly the fuzzy edges of her being feel sharper. Suddenly all the little plastic-encased 
cameras dotting the corners of the walls and ceiling feel like knives against her skin. 


Charlie acts without thinking, the niggling suddenly pulling her insides unbearably taught. 
She turns, foot still half in the air, and looks. 


The person in the aisle isn’t moving. The lights shine down on wan skin under disorganized 
layers of clothing that looks like it's seen better days. If one was being gracious, they’d have 
called it ‘authentic grunge’ or something. Jeans so washed they were basically white, a 
leather jacket that had been lovingly repaired by hands that lacked any actual skill in doing 
so. Hair long and dark and combed, but stringy in a sickly way, framing a face with sunken 
eyes and a stubble-dotted jaw. 


They were just standing there. Hands not holding any items, no one else with them, not even 
turned as if to peruse the selection of the store. Stood as still as the world does not. 


And they had eyes on Charlie, because when she finished the step she took, their eyes moved 
with her. 


She didn’t wait to see what they would do next. 
Charlie ran. 


On a night previous to this, she measured it once. While on the side of a busy roadway, 
invisible, just how fast she could move now. Even when the cars had still outpaced her, she 
was much faster than she had been. There had even been some thrill in feeling that raw 
energy for the first time. Not like she’d necessarily gained something new, but that some 
restraint she hadn’t been aware of was now gone, and her body responded just more. 


Now, in a blind panic to get out of the bright, open area of the store, Charlie feels like she is 
moving through liquid lead. Every step feels dogged, though she dare not look back to 
confirm or deny. She doesn’t have the mind to try and be quiet either, hearing her own 
slapping footsteps on the linoleum floor. 


Luck, ever the fickle mistress she was, seemed to enjoy toying with Charlie. At the doors 
ahead, a middle-aged man was ambling out with a few bags in his hands. Just past the first set 
of doors, the glass panes starting to shut behind him. 


In another time, another place, Charlie might have slowed so as to not slam full force into a 
person. At the speed she was going, however, it was going to hurt no matter what. She feels 
the cold sting of metal on her arm and shoulder as it’s scraped against the door, just enough 
room for her to slip through. 


It’s the only trick she manages, though. The man is not spared the near full-contact plow into 
him, sending him down in a heap. He cries out, sounding at least more surprised than in pain. 
Charlie only barely stays on two legs, gawkily catching herself. Her glasses almost fly off, 
hanging by a long ear. 


Her shadow falls on the man on the ground. 


In the old man’s eyes, she can see a thin, twisted figure reflected, clad in black and looming 
over him. Those eyes widen, mouth opening to call out now in fear. 


The scent of his warmth beats against her skin. 
The outer doors of the store slide open. 


Charlie doesn’t look back. 


It doesn’t really seem fair, in a way, that the distance she covers to get back doesn’t leave her 
tired. 


Her legs work in overdrive for a good handful of blocks as she flees the store, having enough 
presence of mind to not use the main sidewalks, sticking to side streets and backways. Across 
parking lots and behind standalone businesses that had long since closed up for the evening. 
Places where the streetlights didn’t quite reach, where anyone looking out the windows of the 
rundown, middle-city housing developments wouldn’t think anything of a person in an 
oversized hoodie booking it down the road at christ-o-clock at night. 


The outskirts of Saint Paul stretch far, threading into neighborhoods and strip malls and dots 
of populated lots mixing with urban wasteland. Only two years after the recession of ‘08; not 
much had bounced back from it yet. 


Charlie hates to be grateful that it made stuff like this so much easier, but she can’t not be. 
This far off from her crime, from...that person in the store whose gaze had somehow found 
her, she had slowed to a trotting pace. Itching sense of discomfort finally dying down. 


She isn’t very keen to take in the scenery - there are only so many empty, overgrowing lots 
and used-car dealerships one could find some kind of poetry in - but more to feel her body 
working through the cold. In her front pocket, her hands were wrapped around an activated 
warmer. It’s nice, the warmth skirting the edge of too-much against her icy skin. A few of 
these strategically used just at the coldest point of night, and when dawn was about to come, 
she should be alright. 


Until she ran out of them. 


Charlie refrained from taking in a breath just to indulge the urge to sigh. There’s no point in 
wasting her hard-won heat by making herself more cold just to express frustration. 


As she moves past a row of restaurants, all quiet, something small and white darted across the 
open end of an alley. Charlie’s eyes caught it and tracked the movement without thinking 
about it. Upon coming closer, though not diverging from her own track, the white shape turns 
out to be a cat, poking its head out from behind the dumpster it had ducked under. Its ears are 
torn and rhinovirus gums its eyes with green illness. 


As she passes, it hisses. Ears pinning back, crouching low and scooting back behind the 
dumpster. 


Charlie didn’t linger and upset it further. She licks her teeth again and keeps moving. 


She finally begins slowing to a proper walk when most of the streets with decent lighting are 
behind her. Charlie pads around the perimeter of long areas of cracking asphalt and derelict 
steel mills, fenced off with tall chain link barriers and barbed wire that had already rusted 
through enough to break and curl back on itself in twisted nests. The few cars that did roam 
down the narrow, nameless back roads were junkers at best, and Charlie made sure to press 
herself closer to the fences when they came by. 


One time, she watched with that same, uncontrollable sort of draw as with the cat as one such 
beater pulled into an open driveway of an old storehouse. The headlights went off and she 
could hear the slamming of the car’s doors. There are the indistinct sounds of people talking. 


Her view is obscured by a fence and the dead shrubbery that grew over it. The voices rise and 
fall with emotion, but she can’t make out what’s being said. 


Her feet falter on the pavement. 


Watching, but not seeing enough. Hearing, but not understanding enough. Fully stopped now, 
Charlie’s hands come up to the chain link fence, fingers curling through the wire. In the chill, 
they bite into her hand, but in the moment, eyes and ears trained, she doesn’t feel it. 


In the shadows where the car had parked the voices drop off. A sudden silence. 


The sudden spike of anxiety at maybe being caught - maybe a leftover from earlier in the 
store - breaks her of the sudden, consuming focus on the secret soiree. Charlie backs away 
from the fence, silent as she can, making sure her hood is pulled up good. She waits until the 
distant talking starts again before returning to her trek. 


It doesn’t take her long now to get where she’s going. 


After the industrial wastes are neighborhoods of housing that had been built once-upon-a- 
better-time for the workers of those factories. Then the great Steel Belt rusted and the Twin 
Cities were just close enough to be tarnished. Places like this are all the ghosts of what 
remained. 


Charlie ambles past houses with missing siding, yards full of shells of cars and broken 
children’s plastic playsets. Some dogs put up a rather nasty ruckus as she scoots past, but 
Charlie is gone before their owner could get up to see what the fuss is about. 


Eventually, she comes to her destination. 


Behind some houses, there is a guard railing. And beyond that, there is a long, deep gorge. 
Through it flowed sluggish water from the storm drains in the roads above and runoff from 
the factories downstream. This manmade creek branches off in various parts, into huge 
concrete culverts built into the ground to divert the water into the waterways unseen below. 


Charlie wiggles through a break in the fencing and picks down the slope, mindful of the mud 
thanks to the recent snows. 


Not owning a home also meant laundry is, how one would say, hard. 


The artificial creek is already beginning to freeze over. As she hops along her shoes crack 
through the iced-over puddles at the edges, the sound jarring in the still of the night. In this 
weather, at this time, there are only a few kinds of people that could possibly be out and 
about. So far, none of them have been here when she has. 


Charlie eventually comes to a specific pipe in the sequence. Most of the ones here have some 
form of grating covering them, removable so blockages could be dealt with but only with the 
right tools. Well, evidently, someone with those tools must have seen fit to remove the bars 
on this one, but never put them back, leaving the round hole open for opportunistic people. 


Laying a hand on the wall to steady herself as she lifts herself up and into the culvert, Charlie 
looks down into the inky blackness of the tunnel. There was no wind tonight, thankfully, but 
here at the mouth the air seemed to pull, just so slightly, at her. If she was quiet enough, 
Charlie could almost imagine it was breathing. 


Didn’t someone once say that cities were like living beings of their own? 


When she climbs inside Charlie has to crouch to fit into the tube. Not quite tall enough to fit 
standing upright, but that’s fine. Not like anyone was supposed to come down here. She crept 
along, feeling the flaking metal under her fingertips. Sometimes catching under her claws. 


She flexes them, feeling the flakes flick away. Despite the length, Charlie had found the 
claws to be extraordinarily rigid, the thin tips somehow just as durable as the thick bases. She 
hadn’t managed to do more than chip them in the long months, and that had disappeared by 
the next morning. Somehow regrowing and resharpening itself. 


Eventually, Charlie comes to a stop. The small circle of light, where the night shone through 
the entrance of the tunnel, was gone now. Disappearing behind a turn downwards. The slope 
levels out and widens, turning from a round tube into a small, square grotto, with walking 
room on the sides. This, Charlie had guessed when she’d come across it, was where the storm 
and street drainage turned into the sewers under the city - or at least was an outlet for it. The 
water that trickles through the concrete canal in the center of the space is choked with masses 
of dead twigs and rotting leaves and litter, the water itself dirty brown and more grit and mud 
than anything. No one had been down here since it was time to clear such things out, and who 
knows how long that had been. There isn’t even graffiti this far down anymore. 


Here, at this place, Charlie slips the bag off her back, and sets it down. At her feet, an 
unfolded camping tarp was laid over the bare, dusty concrete. On top of that, an unrolled 
sleeping bag. 


Charlie herself sits down on that. 


Butt first, making sure to keep her wet, dirty shoes off the clean areas. She strips them off and 
sets them aside, curling her legs inward to sit criss-cross. Opening her bag, she pulls out a 
few more of the warmers, but leaves them aside for now. She also pulls out a small flip 
phone. In the dark, the digital reading was bright, enough to make her wince. 


Only a few minutes until two am. 
Huh. It had felt like a lot longer. A lot later. 


Charlie stares at the little numbers for a while, watching them change until the hour finally 
strikes. She shuts the phone and sticks it back in the bag. No sense in wearing the battery 
down. Finding a place and a time to charge it back up would be another thing to add to a to- 
do list she was already realizing she didn’t have the energy to think about. 


She leans back against the wall. It was cold against her, seeping into the hoodie, her shirt, 
undershirt. Stashed in the sleeping bag there were a few extra changes of clothes but layering 


would do her no good anymore. Two am...and the packs lasted for about nine hours, about 
seven of which gave good heat. 


Charlie is tempted to crack another to go with the one in her pocket. She had a full bag to use 
now. 


Eyes staring right at her, seeing her through some means she didn t know, caught, caught, 
caught- 


The one would do for now. She’d be frugal. She could wait. 


In the quiet of the tunnel, with no itinerary to focus on, no trouble to hide from and nothing to 
occupy her time, Charlie sits. 


Water drips through the cement canal. Above, the dull sound of the city rumbling. A faint 
draft whistles almost inaudibly past her ears. 


Her back starts scooting down a little against the wall. Body relaxing. Blinking doesn’t 
change much of the scenery, when she remembers to do it. Black on gray on shadow. The 
wall opposite her has a long crack running down it and moisture was seeping through. It will 
freeze again tonight. Ice widening the break in the stone, until someone would have to come 
and repair it. 


Charlie kept blinking dully at it, eyes trailing in random lines away and back. 


Occasionally, her gaze would wander to the darker side of the tunnel. The one that leads 
further into the ground. 


She hadn’t explored any further than this place. 


The longer Charlie looks, the more it seems to be staring back at her. Not so unlike the person 
who had spotted her in the store. The sounds from above and outside seemed to vibrate past 
her and into the void. An invisible stream of disconnected data, following the water and the 
wind. Down, down. 


Where did it go? Somewhere new. Somewhere old. Somewhere unseen. 


The pull, like pausing to watch the car in the abandoned lot is there at her limbs, in her head. 
Her back is off the wall now, leaning forward. Watching imaginary shapes in the darkness. 
Questions that weren’t even formed into something coherent titter in the back of her mind. 
Charlie’s fingers curl against her knees where they rested. Claws scraping against worn 
fabric. Skittering sounds, in the quiet- 


Wait, no. That wasn’t her. 


Charlie shakes her head a little, sitting back. Down the way and out of the emptiness of the 
tunnel a little body pads out. Brownish black, a long, pink tail and little paws to match. 


The rat comes to a stop six or seven feet from Charlie and stands on its hind legs, blinking 
dark, round eyes up at her. Not so unlike her own. 


Charlie tilted her head. The rat’s velvety nose twitched. 


When she makes no move towards it, it comes a little closer. And a little closer. It sniffs along 
the ground, scuttling in little bursts of movement. It comes to the edge of the tarp, laying little 
paws on the plastic. It looks up at her. Pausing. She doesn’t move. It steps onto the tarp, the 
crinkling loud in the dark. It puts paws on her sleeping bag, and looks up at her again. 


Finally, Charlie moves. She does so very slowly, unfolding a hand and offering her open 
palm. 


The rat moves forward, nose working overtime at her fingers. Its whiskers tickle at her skin, 
little breaths warm. Little body crawling into her hand now, soft fur of its belly cradled in her 
hold. 


She can feel the tiny, frantic beating of its heart. 
Her teeth feel huge in her mouth, as aware of them as she is. Her mouth feels sticky and dry. 
Another item is scratched off her to-do list. 


Bones crunch under pressure, holes in flesh are torn and a mouth is sealed as well as it could 
through fur and squirming. The rat is screaming in Charlie’s ear, crushed lungs be damned. 
Its tail swings wildly, its little limbs windmilling as it’s ripped open. On such a small body, 
there wasn’t really a point in trying to find a vein, all too small, too small for massive, 
eviscerating fangs- 


Charlie takes until it lays stiff in her hand, and colder. When the niggling pit inside 
recognizes that there isn’t anything else worth getting from the ruined little body. She pulls 
her face away and her mouth and chin are coated with sticky red, smeared in the writhing. 
There is fur mixed in. 


No one ever mentioned how tacky and itchy drying blood feels against skin. 


Charlie looks down at the rat. Ruined flesh. Then her eyes wander away. To the cement canal, 
bogged with dead branches and runoff. She slides off her bedding, not thinking how the grit 
dirties her clean socks. She comes to the edge of the canal and pulls back the mass of sticks. 


She drops the rat there, in a puddle, and lets the sticks fall back over it. 

She slides back to her bed. 

It’s a long minute before she thinks to clean her mouth. 

It’s longer before she cracks another warmer and lays down, scooting into the sleeping bag. 


For all the meal, Charlie feels a lot like the tunnel all around her. Cold, dirty, and frankly 
fucking empty. 


“T just...had some, they couldn’t have fallen out,” Charlie mumbles to herself, digging 
through her backpack. 


Her hands find socks, extra shoelaces, a swiss army knife, a wallet jingling with quarters for 
the 24 hour laundromat and the one, very well-loved notebook that never ever left the safety 
of the bag farther than a few feet...but not the prize she sought. 


Pens. 


Click-tops and capped both, picked up from here and there when she had the presence of 
mind to think about it. Charlie’s hands slide through the pockets, outside and in, sure of their 
place only minutes ago, but now struggling to recall what she even had with her, and where 
they could have been misplaced to. 


Did she take some with her the other night and leave them behind? She once more checks - 
no, the front pocket of the hoodie had no holes, and neither did her pants, nor the backpack. 
None under the tarp or accidentally rolled into the central drainage canal. 


Unbidden, as she looked around, at the dusty gray platform, her eyes drift upwards. Back. To 
the round circle of pure void that led ever deeper. 


Then, just as slowly, as if the dark is letting her attention go on its own, she looks back down 
at the strewn collection of items before her one last time, and begins putting them all back. 


Charlie supposed she’d just...pick up some more tonight or the next. It was such a little 
thing, after all. 


It was amazing the sense of comfort the little digital image of a full battery could bring. 


Charlie crunches her way through the frozen puddles of the creek, back to her concrete home, 
flipping idly through the images she’d gathered in the phone. Partaking a bit in what little 
levity it could provide her until it dropped to half-battery and she’d have to worry about 
finding an outlet again. 


Even for such a small camera, and certainly not even the best that could be offered in phones 
these days, Charlie is pleased with the quality of some of her photographs. Downtown Saint 
Paul was beginning to look rather nice actually, now that winter had properly set in. The 
snowdrifts, for all the issues they sometimes presented (look, someone was going to notice 
when a pair of footprints appeared with no one to make them...) glimmered prettily under the 
strings of Christmas lights starting to wrap the lamp posts. She’d gotten pics of a car that had 
put antlers and a santa hat on its hood, some snowmen in the library courtyard some kids had 
made. There was even a single selfie of her in front of some cool graffiti in a backstreet. Her 
hood was up, of course, obscuring most of the top half of her face and the shine of her big, 
round glasses hid most of her eyes. She’d covered up the bottom half with her free hand 


(though she’d made a peace sign to justify it being in-frame...and her nails could just be 
really long acrylics...) 


Good pics. Decent night. She’d gone out to find more pens, charge her phone, and. And 
refuel. 


Charlie’s thumb rests over the ‘forward’ button on the phone, pausing there as she herself 
pauses at the entrance to the culvert. 


For a moment, she looks at the image. At herself. 


She hadn’t really known why she took it. Just. A whim. It had been nice art - a tribute in 
mural to the music scene of the cities both old and new featuring artists from the past and the 
present - but looking at the picture, not even half of it was in view. Her flash was off, so you 
could barely see what there was anyway, behind her in shadow. She took up the most space in 
It. 


Her thumb drifts from ‘forward’ on the round selection wheel and clicks until the little trash 
bin icon under the picture lights up. 


She waits a minute. Two. The claw of her thumb catches on the little keys as she idly shifts. 


With a clat Charlie closes the phone. Wasting battery over nonsense. Good pics. Decent 
night. Charlie was going to keep those words as close as she was going to mind the new pens 
she’d gotten. Still no idea where she could have lost the others... 


Just as she’s about to get to the grotto box in her crawl back ‘home’, Charlie jumps as 
something small and wiggly skitters over her shoe. Squeaks echoing in the dark, she watches 
two round, furry bodies scurry by her, in the same direction she was going. 


“Sorry guys!” She whispers in a startled gasp at the rats, having disturbed them. It was silly, 
apologizing, but. Well. This was their home too. 


One of them pauses, long enough to look back at her, run its little paws over its ears, and then 
scamper off. 


She watches them disappear into the gloom, and presses on herself. Honestly, she should be 
grateful that none of them had yet found their way into her bed when she’d been sleeping. 
Waking up in a drainage ditch was one thing, but waking up with wild sewer rats curled up 
next to your face was- 


Whatever uplifting mood she’d been attempting to keep through the rest of the night is 
instantly snuffed. 


Charlie had reached the grotto. And it is empty. 


It felt like she was struggling to fit what she was seeing in with any previous reality. The 
clogged drainage canal is still there, in the grit and grime she could still see the dried mud of 
her footprints. She could even make out a couple of dark, dried droplets on the floor from a 
past meal. 


But the camping tarp is gone. So is the sleeping bag, and all the extra clothing and warmers 
she’d stored inside of it. 


It’s just gone. 


Charlie rushes to the place it once lay, to literally no effect - her body just now stood in 
empty space, fat lot of good she’s doing taking it up. It feels hard to breathe, despite no relief 
coming with the action that even panicked breaths might have once held in this situation. 


The panic, though, the panic is very real, more than breathing or blinking. It drops like a big 
black snake in her gut, promptly finds her spine, and twists. 


Someone had come in here. Unless there were some extremely enterprising bears in the 
fucking middle of the Twin Cities, some person had come in here in the few hours she was 
out, and...and taken her bed. 


Charlie tries not to let the acidic fear rise too much. It wouldn’t help the situation, it didn’t 
bring her stuff back. But her eyes suddenly seem to track every inconsistency of the 
surrounding dark, noticing movement whether it was really there or not. Her ears feel like 
they were ringing with all the input she suddenly found herself paying attention to - the wind 
in the tunnel, the sound of her own clothing rubbing against itself, the faint squealing of little 
rodents. 


She certainly didn’t feel safe, drawing inwards and away from the small haven she’d just 
begun to adopt as something almost like home. 


Standing there, in the dark and the cold and without now even the comfort of being able to sit 
down on a clean, soft surface, Charlie considers her options, trying to force down the knot in 
her throat. 


There were really only two possibilities that were even worth thinking of. One, someone had 
no idea Charlie had been using those, and thought they were some trash that had gotten left 
down here, but that didn’t settle right with her. The clothing wasn’t new, but it certainly 
wasn’t rags, and had been folded neatly. The sleeping bag had been nicked right from a store, 
so it was basically new. No one in their right mind looking at her set up would think it was 
old enough to be touched, let alone taken away despite her not being present! 


Which meant option two was. Sickeningly more likely. 
Someone knew she was here, and had moved her things purposefully. 


Charlie’s claws click together as she wrings her hands. Every little sound made her want to 
crawl the fucking walls. The knowledge that someone, someone but her had been in this very 
place who knows how recently prickles across her skin, like an observing, lidless eye from all 
sides. 


...Maybe it had been the cops? Or some service workers. Charlie glances back down the 
tunnel towards the outside. After all, maintenance surely had to come down here at some 


point, to clear out these culverts. And...well, police hardly treated homeless folks with 
respect let alone their personal possessions. 


And all in the middle of the night. In winter. At. This particular spot. 


The thought of eyes that follow her even when she had folded reality into a cloak about 
herself slithers through her mind. 


Charlie stops, and closes her own eyes. 


She then steps forward, coming to her ‘spot’ by the wall, where she slides her bag off her 
shoulders, places it on the floor, and gingerly sits down. The concrete is very cold, and she 
can feel rocks and sandy grime coat her pants. 


Whoever took her things wasn’t here now, and likely thought that was all there was to clear 
out. 


At the very least, they wouldn’t be back tonight. Probably. 


...What would she do if they did, though? Or the next night, or the night after that? What if - 
what if they came during the day? 


Charlie could feel the cold turning her limbs leaden, but couldn’t yet find it in herself to lift 
them to break a warmer to ease the chill. Her body feels heavy, but her head is tossing about 
like an untethered buoy in a sea of panic that is only barely kept below the breaking point. 


As she curls against the bare wall and floor, she could only hope the waters would calm long 
enough to let her start swimming again. 


Charlie didn’t leave the grotto the next night, or the night after that. The third night after, she 
only left so she could charge her cell phone. 


Some raccoons fighting for scraps behind some restaurants happened to be in the wrong place 
at the wrong time. 


Charlie picks dried blood from under her nails as she walks back. A bit morbidly, she 
wonders what would happen if one of them had been sick. 


That almost sounded like the beginning of a riddle, and not a very creative one. What could 
kill what was already dead? 


Would it really matter one way or another? 
Charlie tries not to dignify that line of thinking with extrapolation. 


Either way, her mouth tastes like greasy fur, there are fluffs of it still clinging to her hoodie, 
and in going after one she’d managed to land her foot in a garbage bag with something old, 
rotten, and wet inside. Her only option for any kind of rinsing on the way home had been 


puddles that shone in oil-slick rainbows. She could smell herself, as well as everywhere she’d 
been. The hand warmer in her front pocket was turning into nothing much more than a packet 
of cooling caustic gelatin. She’d stashed her toothbrush in the sleeping bag. 


The to-do list in her mind is rewriting itself with what felt like every step she takes. Each 
thing clamoring for her attention, to make the night count. Why was she coming back when it 
was barely past midnight? There were still hours to fill! 


But the more the stench soaks in, the more she walks the same ground, finding her own 
muddy footprints in the creekbed, the less it sort of. Mattered. 


She could run back out. Lift something to clean up with. A new jacket and pants so she was 
covered while she washed these. New bedding. Her fuel tank was full. 


And all she feels was the want to curl up in the cold and never wake up. 


Everything was exactly how she’d left it the night before. Which is to say, almost exactly 
how she’d found it in the first place. Anything she had, she’d made sure went into her 
backpack now, which she slung off her shoulder as soon as she could. Charlie rubbed at her 
neck. Funny, how her body seems to pick and choose what could still hurt and what didn’t. 
Forever meandering around the city? She didn’t get out of breath and her legs barely felt it. 
Hauling around her worldly possessions which consisted of exactly one small backpack of 
stuff? Oof. 


Perhaps she did fling it down a little too carelessly, because the moment she does there comes 
a loud squealing and Charlie jerks back as a full quartet of rats vacate some dark corner of 
the grotto, frightened by her sudden movement. 


Charlie watches them disappear back into the gloom. A rat at the back of the pack keeps 
close to the wall, clamoring over the bag that had so disturbed it, before jumping off with the 
rest. Huh. Maybe that had been the cause of the property removal. A vermin issue the city 
would soon be dealing with. 


Maybe in more ways than it realized. 


Charlie isn’t sure if one could call the thought disheartening or not. It’s just animals, and not 
very-well liked ones. Dangerous, even, if let go for too long. Rats weren’t the devil like so 
many people liked to make them out to be, but they could be more than a nuisance. 


The nights would be even emptier without them, though. Even if all she had to do with them 
was watching them creep along when they thought of her still body as just another fixture of 
the landscape, or betraying their little rat-brain trust by eating one of them every couple 
nights. 


She’d miss the presence of another body. 
Charlie couldn’t help but lift her hands to her hold own face at the simple thought. Closing 


her eyes against it all was the only protection she had any more. As if it was possible to run 
from something in your own mind. 


Alone. Alone. Alone. Not even the lowest beings for company, soon. 

Charlie bites her lip. It hurts. It bleeds. Her hands, where they rest on her face, are cold. 
She turns back to her backpack, to try and relieve at least one discomfort. 

And it’s not there. 

The world slips like a rug pulled out from under her, leaving her spinning. 


Her feet stagger her towards the spot she had thrown it down, landing on her knees in the 
dust. Her hands reaching out into the darkness, feeling around - perhaps she was not seeing, 
perhaps she was sleeping and this was a nightmare, a maddening spiral of reality that wasn’t 
actually real- 


What? 


What? 
Charlie’s mind grasps at straws. It had been here, now it was not. She had not moved it. 


The wind from outside whistled down the tunnel, long, low, moaning. A muffled keen 
matched it as Charlie’s hands form fists on the ground. Dead red seeped between her fingers 
as She bore down. 


It matches the droplets that fall from her eyes, landing on her hands and leaving sluggish 
trails behind. 


Fear mixes with panic mixes with an almost painful heightening of her senses. She looks 
about, feeling like she was drowning. Helpless. Struck still. What should she do? Run away? 
It was just gone, everything she had, all the things she’d managed to save from- 


Something disturbs the quiet. 


In the far back of the room, in the tunnel leading to the deeper unknowns below, something 
stirs. 


Charlie has only a moment to pick up the shattered pieces of herself before scrambling 
upright. She presses herself against the wall, feeling less and less like her legs could actually 
support her. She has no choice, though. 


Vaguely, a line from a book she’d read what felt like a lifetime ago drifts through her 
memory; “Never run from anything immortal. It draws their attention.” 


The implication only makes her feel sicker. 


Charlie stays still, silent as she can. Glancing frantically to the side, the way out seems to 
stretch away from her, denying her any sense of possibility of escape. 


She shrinks from it. Pulling into and over herself what little protection her mind screamed 
for. Convincing the eye to simply not see her. Invisible in the dark, from the dark. 


A footstep sounded like a gunshot. 
Others join it. 


From the center of the dark, the unknown passageway, a pale, long-fingered hand parts 
reality. 


It grips the edge of the hole, nails scraping at the lip of the junction. Pulling with it, a body 
draped in all the texture of the void, shaping to form a long, elegant coat that hung from 
shoulders hunching down to allow a tall, gangly body to duck into the cement box. 


In the blackness that seemed to gather itself, white skin almost radiates a silvery glow like a 
halo in the all-consuming night. 


The face is inhuman. Gaunt in the cheeks, deep indents at the temples and around the 
cheekbones, smooth as stone made into flesh that pulled over bone in delicate lines. It is 
flanked by two long, blade-like ears that curl just so at the very tips. The hand is slow to pull 
back from its grip and disappear into the mass of shadow clothing the being. 


Deep-set into the narrow face, two eyes flash, silvery and reflective as flat mirrors. 


The stone flesh moves, the mouth opening to reveal small, sharp white teeth, more teeth than 
a human mouth should have all in pearl rows set into colorless gums. It draws in a breath that 
seems to suck what little air was in Charlie’s lungs right out. 


A gray tongue licks those teeth, tasting, seeking. 


Those mirror eyes flicker, and suddenly she’s caught in their reflective mirror-sheen, like the 
man in the store, it knows, its seen her, she has to get out-! 


The void-cloaked being moves, head tilting to the side. 
“There you are.” 

The voice. Is. 

Quiet. 


Dry, but smooth. Like turning pages of old books worn with devotion. Masculine, without too 
much rumble. It doesn’t seem to break in the air like all other sounds would, and instead 
comes to her like the hollow breeze. It belongs in the space. 


Holding the invisibility through her fear feels like holding a shard of ice, digging into her 
skin and searing. The eyes cut through her, their flatness offering little insight as to where 
they’re actually looking, but Charlie knows that they know. 


She can’t hold her protection under that gaze. She drops it. 


The being - the man? - tilts his head the other way. Charlie still holds her place at the wall, 
not daring to move. Could she run, if she could even coordinate her legs fast enough? In the 
shadows that would suffocate her, and almost did, she doesn’t think so. 


She doesn’t think he would let her. 


The eyes flicker again, running over her. Every inch. An inane and hysterical thought 
wonders if it’s offended by the mess she’d made from hunting. 


The thin mouth parts to speak again. 
“..You are indeed young, if your panic is still given breath to fuel it.” 


At the mention of it, Charlie’s breath chokes in her throat and her hand flies up without 
thinking to her chest 


. She hadn’t even noticed she was doing it! He’d heard her. He hadn’t seen her, he’d heard 
her and she let her own panic do the rest. 


A startling sense of stupidity settles tightly in her middle, making her fingers curl again. As if 
her claws could tear apart her own idiocy. 


He moves then with a certain deliberate slowness then, and Charlie watches as the hands 
reappear from within the long draping coat. She cannot help run wild with the possibilities, 
bracing, almost cringing - a knife? A gun? Fucking magic missiles? 


No. A pocket handkerchief. Simple lace at the edges, a clean white square of simple cotton. 
In two fingers, he holds it out to her. 


Something like actual reason finally kickstarts in Charlie’s head again, sputtering to life in 
fits. She only now feels the drying blood-like ichor on her face from her tears minutes ago, 
the powdery dirt coating her hands. 


She slides her foot forward. It grates like metal on metal in the quiet. A step. Then another. 
Charlie lifts her hand and her long nails catch on the threads of lace. 

He lets go, and Charlie reflexively retreats. 

The cloth is as dry and cool as the voice of the being it belongs to. 


It’s strange how moments mix such emotions like awe, fear, and now, a strangely banal sense 
of awkwardness in a person watching Charlie wipe the smudges from her face and hands. 
The white kerchief soils with every pass and she cannot help but feel a little bad about it. 


Inside, her head feels more alive than it has in months. Woken from its own torpor and 
humming bright. 


Soon, she has tidied all she can. The long arm unfolds from the darkness, clothed in black all 
the way to the wrist, close-fitting. It waits for its property back, and Charlie returns it. 


For a long moment, neither speaks. Barely moves. Charlie feels like words are beginning to 
pile up behind her teeth, head spinning. 


“Um,” she starts before she can stop herself and tries not to jump at the way the being’s 
attention focuses itself like a spear upon her. 


Charlie twists her hands in each other. She feels exposed. All she had between her and this... 
person, was the clothes on her back. Before, the pit inside that had opened up at the prospect 
of being utterly alone had been as black and sucking as the unknown hole at the back of the 
culvert grotto. 


Now it was filled, filled almost too much to bear thinking about, possibilities suddenly 
running wild in her imagination. 


Charlie takes a breath. Small questions could provide big answers. 
“Um. Who are you?” 


In the back of her head, the very back where she tried with all her might not to go most nights 
because it belied worse than idle boredom staring at gray walls, there was an answer she was 
dreading. Expecting. Couldn't fathom the implications of, should he give it to her. 


Instead, a sort of, smile, if one could call it that, spreads over the stony face. Those rows and 
rows of small teeth are revealed again. 


“T might ask the same,” he says. “For you are the stranger at my doorstep, without so much as 
a courteous hello.” 


There is a certain cadence to the words that tickle Charlie’s attention. Not terribly accented, 
but maybe the remnants of one, something poise and used to articulating phonemes that 
wasn’t present in the midwestern nasal that Charlie knew. 


Either way, the meaning behind them wasn’t lost on Charlie. Her face prickles in a bloodless 
flush of shame, of all things. 


“T- I’m so sorry! I didn’t know-!” she rushes out. 


At her flusteration, though, the being only raised a hand, staying whatever babbling Charlie’s 
mouth had been prepared to deploy in the name of her spooked brain. 


His smile and even the small humor his accusation had brought had faded. 


“T suspect there are a great many things you do not know, child. Ignorance is transgression 
but not for its own sake, and that is forgivable.” 


Charlie couldn’t help but dip her head in discomfort. “Still,” she hedged, “You’re right. It’s 
rude.” 


Without letting herself think about it too much - about anything right now but what was in 
front of her, and what her gut told her was right - Charlie stopped toying with her own 
fingers. She thrust out her hand. Flat, palm to the side. 


Open for a shake. 
“Hello. My name is Charlie. Charlotte, but I usually go by Charlie.” 


As she holds out her hand, Charlie catches just the smallest jerk back from the being. As if. 
As if he was expecting something else. Something worse. 


Charlie’s insides drop a little. 


Still, after a moment almost too long, and beginning to worry that she’d indeed crossed some 
line, done something wrong, she was met in the middle. The being holds out his own hand, 
and grips hers. 


The long fingers curl around hers. Nails, white and thin like shards of glass, slip with the 
barest graze over her wrist. 


Her hand is lifted once, gracefully, and down again. 
“Alfred,” the being answers in kind. 


Surprisingly, if Charlie hadn’t known better - and hell, maybe didn’t - she’d almost say he 
sounded. Pleased. 


Charlie smiles, just a little bit. 

“Alfred. It’s nice to meet you.” 

Alfred’s hand slips away, retreating back into the coat. 
“And I suppose we are now no longer strangers,” he replies. 


The smile falls from Charlie’s face. Right. That. She glances over Alfred’s shoulder, to the 
passage he had emerged from. His home, he had called it. 


Had that been in some kind of jest? 


It pulls at Charlie, a thousand questions not yet fully formed, and a million more bright 
sparks waiting to be fanned into flame. Almost irresistible. 


It’s not hard to track her gaze, of course. 


The thin lines on Alfred’s face tighten and what sparing good mirth that had occupied it was 
gone with the winter wind. Charlie takes a fast step back as he stands to his full height, 
surreptitiously moving to block her view of the tunnel. The silver shards of his eyes pin her 
like an insect under glass. 


“Forgiveness for ignorance is given easily enough, child, but not for blatant violation.” 
His words slash at her, edged with a dark warning. 

It’s hard to speak, but she does. 

“Are you going to send me away?” She asks in a small voice. 


For a long, long moment, Alfred says nothing. He stares at her, through those glassy eyes. 
Face utterly unreadable, just as still as the stone they stand upon. 


Charlie. Didn’t know what she would do if he did. 


The night wasn’t half over, so she guesses if worse came to worse she could find somewhere 
else. Truth be told though, that wasn’t what had her frightened. There are holes she could 
crawl into; dark, quiet places where no one tread, especially at this time of year that would 
have her. 


But all the while finding those places, she’d been alone. 


Mumbling songs to herself when she’d felt safe and bored enough to do so, reciting movies 
and stories until the sound of her own voice felt flat and distant in her own ears. Just to hear a 
voice at all. 


Alfred’s pale skin is like light in the darkness, a white star in an abyss. 

Something. Something. 

“Why should I not?” Alfred asks, breaking the horrible silence. 

Well. 

Charlie doesn’t know. 

She has nothing. No bargaining chips - she doesn’t even know what she’s bargaining for 


But she knows, after the world going gray and closing in around her in an empty box and 
watching the cracks grow wider every night until that box collapsed with her inside of it, she 
wanted it. Something. Anything. 


“Because I need to know,” Charlie says. Gathering her courage, she continues. “And you said 
ignorance can be forgiven, but not knowing better. I want to know better. If there is a better to 
know then I want to know it.” 


Alfred’s face remains unstirred. Distant and cold. Charlie practically feels herself sob, only 
barely able to bite down on the sound. 


“Please.’ 


She doesn’t mean the last word to come out so hard. Desperate. 


She waits. 

Something changes in his face. Charlie cannot say what. 
“Are you lost?” He asks. 

Charlie swallows. 


“No one else has come to find me,” she says thickly. “It’s been months. You’re...the first I’ve 
met since everything. Happened.” 


She doesn’t know if that answers his question. If that is what he’s really asking. She doesn’t 
know. 


But she imagines what it would be like to have met him, and then be alone again. Given a 
glimpse of something like answers, only to lose it in the darkness just like everything else. 


Unbearable. 


For the first time in all the while he’d been in the room, Alfred actually audibly takes in a 
breath, to let it hiss back out between his teeth. Long and low. His gaze trails up the walls, 
looking without seeing. 


He settles on her again. 
“Will you stay, if it is asked of you?” 
Charlie blinks. ““H-here?” 


Alfred waves a hand. “Where you won’t wander. For the rest of tonight, perhaps tomorrow. 
After that, though...would you follow if it was asked of you?” 


The hole into the unknown at the back of the room waits. 
Charlie nods. 

Alfred nods back. 

He turns, making to leave the way he came. 


Charlie isn’t sure if she merely blinks, or if somehow the world itself goes black for a 
moment, but for a strike of a second there is black, all-consuming, thick as tar and coating 
every inch of her senses, 


And then the man like her, Alfred, is gone. 
Not walked away, just. Gone. 


The world returns to nothing but the trickle of water through the cement canal, the whistle of 
wind, her own weight holding her up on firm, dusty stone. 


She stumbles back, against the wall, to her spot against it, and slides down until she’s sitting. 
She draws up her knees, wrapping her arms around them. Stay, he had said. Stay, and wait. 


She’s cold on the outside, still. 


But her mind has ignited. 


I dug my hole, now I'll lie in it 


Chapter Summary 


It's a few days after getting an inkling of answers for the first time since everything 
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The water at her feet is warm. 
It laps in lazy waves, over the dark, shiny pebbles of the vast shoreline. 


There is no light. Above, high, high in the cavern that vaults from the ground like massive 
pillars of sediment left from the birth of the world, gleams the faintest reflection of the lake 
before her. 


Song skims over the water, just as warm. A dirge and an exaltation, an epic only just begun 
for all it has been in the mouths of its recallers for unknown generations. 


The words and the water call. 


She sits on the shoreline. Recalling memories she doesnt have - but they are hers. Familiarity 
in love and hate and blood spilled and shared. 


The warm tide comes to her legs, her waist. The song invites her to sing. The glimmer of stars 
unseen by any but the eyes of the vast dark wheel above. Her story will be in the song, she 
will be in the waters. 


Swaying with the beat, spinning out the shadows, back and forth. 


Something beats at her. Something- 
Her body is moved, an inch. 
There is no water, there is no warmth. 


She can feel the cold of the wall at her back sliding against her clothing where she’d curled 
up. The force shoves at her again, fingers grabbing her thin shoulder and shaking. 


“C’mon, wake up. I know fledglings sleep longer but it’s past sundown by like, an hour. Shit, 
I hope you’re not frozen-” 


Charlie’s hand whips out faster than even she can track. 


There’s something in front of her, and her mind decides to make its move before she can even 
blink her eyes awake. Black claws cut the air and catch on something, making a solid thwap 
as they connect. They sink into skin and flesh, and the body before her jerks, inadvertently 
taking her claws with it. 


”FUCK-!” screams a voice that’s in every way unfamiliar to Charlie. 


In the darkness of the new night, the body in front of her has thrown itself back in an attempt 
to avoid her strike, and thanks to her hold on it, drags Charlie forward. Away from her sitting 
spot, knees scraping along the floor. They writhe back, cursing and spitting. 


Charlie herself can’t do much more than cry out, surprise and fear twisting her insides. 
Already disoriented from the dream, the first dream she’s had in literal months, and now 
being woken by a stranger in the dark close enough to touch her. She too is wiggling, 
attempting to pull off, pull the fucking talons that dare call themselves nails from the person’s 
face. 


A hand comes up and grabs her wrist. Cold nails, just as sharp as hers, dig into her skin and 
yank. With it comes a splatter of cold, dark ichor on the concrete floor, more of it smearing 
on Charlie’s palm and fingers as she swiftly retracts her arm away from the stranger. 


When Charlie’s mind actually starts processing what’s in front of her, she finds...a face not 
so unfamiliar. 


The skin is just as pale as Alfred’s had been, though not quite as stark in the darkness. A little 
less like moldable stone, a little more softness. Their face, however, is nothing like Alfred’s. 
Where his had been smooth, almost perfectly symmetrical, this is anything but. One half, the 
right side, is relatively untouched by anything except that base inhumanity, but the left... 


It’s like someone had removed the outer layers of flesh from the skull, revealing the deadened 
musculature below. An empty grin follows the bare cheek and the hole where teeth should 
have been. All the way down the left half of the chin, the center of the face where there is but 
an empty, triangular hole left of the nasal passage, to the upper parts of the scalp where it 
smoothes back into skin. Shit, they’re even missing an ear, the twisted stump of which 
mismatches the other side, where that one sits long, thin, and. With a little curl at the tip. 


One eye stares at her, flat, mirror-like, grayish-blue in the night. The other- 
“Oh fuck-!” Charlie gasps, words finally catching up with her. 


The mangled side of the face, where the stranger is holding a hand over the wound, dark 
blood seeping through fingers, is missing its eye. Just a dark, hollow socket, the raw muscle 
around it collapsed slightly into the space left behind. 


1? 


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to hit you! I was just startled, I’m so fucking sorry- 
She rushes out. 


Charlie’s hands come up to her own face, covering her mouth, eyes frantically looking about 
at the ground. She can’t have managed to hit them that hard! There was no way she could 
have knocked a whole eye from its socket! 


The stranger, though, just blinks their remaining good eye at her and seems to startle at her 
babble. They raise a hand, shaking their head almost frantically, as if Charlie’s own anxiety is 
catching. 


“No! No, it’s okay! I promise!” They say. He. He says. The voice is a man’s. 


The man cocks his head a little, and smiles, showing off the side with teeth. They’re also not 
like Alfred’s - long and needle-like, devilishly sharp. 


Somehow though, the smile manages to calm Charlie’s fear. At least, enough to slow her 
words. 


“But your eye-” 
Again, the man shakes his head, stopping her. 
“You hit hard, but not that hard.” 


With a somewhat grizzly sound, he removes his hand from the wound. It seems that it has 
stopped bleeding, despite the severity Charlie was sure she’d inflicted - deep enough to be 
physically pulled! Even now though, it wasn’t more than a few deep...oddly dry-looking 
gouges in the flesh. 


The man closes his eye, and seems to concentrate. 


As she watches, the edges start to come together. First a little at the ends of the rips, then the 
whole affair looking shallower, lighter. In tiny increments, the exposed muscle of the left side 
knits itself back into place, like living worms of flesh, until there isn't much left to see. 


Charlie feels a little awestruck. 
“How- how did you do that?” She barely finds the words to say. 


The stranger rubs at the healed spot, and then /icks the hand covered in drying blood, rasping 
tongue cleaning most of it off in one go. 


Charlie’s own stained hand twitches, but she merely wipes it off on her pants, thanks. 


“T assume you haven’t gotten into enough scraps to know, if you’re that impressed,” he says 
with a shrug in lue of any actual explanation. 


“T try to keep out of the way,” Charlie murmurs, still reeling a little, both from the altercation 
and now with the fact there is. Another. 


Another like her, here, with her. 
The stranger nods at her words. “Yeah, so it would seem.” 


In a gesture that staggers in familiarity for all that she herself has done just nights prior, the 
man refocuses, smiles wide with his mismatched mouth, and confidently holds out his hand. 


“Anyway, first things first. Hi. I’m Blue.” 


In the small bit of light that filters down through the tunnel, his single eye suddenly flashes, 
catching the light and turning it a bright, almost neon...well. Blue. 


Charlie gathers herself, swallowing. She reaches forward, careful of her claws as she takes 
his hand. 


“Charlie.” 
He raises a brow. “Short for Charlotte, I assume?” 


“That’s me,” Charlie says quietly, first of the pair to pull away. “Look, about swiping at you, 
I don’t usually do that-” 


She’s cut off yet again with another shake of Blue’s head. 
“It happens, quite a bit more than you’d think.” 


Well, didn’t that just open a whole new pit of questions rattling around in Charlie’s mind. 
Before she can voice any of them however, Blue continues speaking. 


“T imagine that’s how you managed to keep anyone from messing with you thus far? You 
might not hit hard, but you got pretty damn decent aim.” 


Pretty cavalier attitude for someone who could have actually lost an eye. Charlie shrugs. 


“Not...really?” She looks down at her hands. “I’ve mostly just been trying to stay where I 
wouldn’t have to use them in the first place. The knife fight doesn’t happen if you never show 
up, right?” 


She laughs a little awkwardly, but also finds the smile still in place on Blue’s face as he nods. 
“Pretty smart tactic. Wish I could convince some people to use it.” 


It feels nice, she realizes. Talking. 


Sharing a space with someone else who knows she’s there, knows what she 1s, and is still 
there by choice, not even just talking but. Laughing. 


Charlie squeezes her fingers together, forcing the lump in her chest to go away. It’s fine now. 
“Some...people,” Charlie parrots, leading. 


Blue sits back a bit, tucking his feet under him. He’s wearing hiking boots, leather worn from 
use but well taken care of. His pants are dark washed, blending into the darkness around the 
two of them. In fact, the rest of his clothing is also doing a remarkable job of helping 
accomplish that, a close-fitting dark shirt under a close-fitting jacket. 


Blue hums. “Yup. The rest of us.” 
“So there is more.” 


Blue nods, a little slowly, a furrow forming at his unmarred brow. “I mean, you came from 
somewhere. I’ve yet to hear of a spontaneous Embrace, hah.” 


Embrace. They had a word for it. A cataloged phenomenon, known enough to be given a 
common name. 


The lump in Charlie’s throat is back, and it’s bigger than before. Blue’s eye flickers, looking 
her up and down. The smile never quite leaves his face - but maybe that’s more a result of the 
tight, exposed muscles. 


““..80 where did you come from?” He asks. 


Though he asks it politely, simple curiosity, the probing twists something inside Charlie. 
Somewhere, memories suddenly screech like tires on pavement, mixing with a surge of 
something not quite fear, and not quite anger. 


Whatever it is that Blue has unintentionally poked at, it skitters forward in Charlie’s head, 
hissing and contorted and all set to strike- 


and then is gone, just like that. 


She sits, somewhat stupified by the intensity going on in her own mind for a second, aware 
she must look very odd while she does. Hands clenched in each other, face stiff and 
unmoving. Blue doesn’t seem to be noticing, or at least not reacting if he is. Just waiting. 


Finally, Charlie manages to draw a breath and open her jaw enough to speak. 
“T don’t. Know.” 
Blue blinks, one eye closing and the empty socket’s muscles twitching. 


“You don’t know?” He repeats, a little incredulous. 


Charlie refrains from wringing her hands as best she can, though the urge is strong, trying to 
focus on getting words out. 


It’s been six months. She might finally be getting help. Say something! 


“No,” she says, shaking her head a little. “I don’t - there’s a lot of stuff that happened, but it’s 
all really confusing, and-” 


And there are hands. Hands in the dark that are cold and hard. Everything is wrong, and she 
cannot breathe. Choking and drowning on dry air. There is an eye of kaleidoscopic vision 
staring at her, willing her away, seeing her, seeing into her, watching, watching, watching- 


“Hey? Hey.” 
Charlie comes back at the sharper tone, cutting through the dark. She sucks in a harsh breath. 


Blue isn’t smiling in any capacity now, staring at her intently. Charlie doesn’t meet his eye as 
he does. Hurts. 


“I’m here,” Charlie mumbles. 
“Good,” Blue says, encouraging. “I'd hate to be talking to myself.” 


There might not be humor in his face, but there is lightness to the words. Attempting to bring 
the mood up. Charlie finds herself grateful for it, grasping the offered distraction. 


“Hey, sometimes the best conversation partner you can get is yourself,” Charlie says. 
“Because the conversation always goes your way.” 


“Mm. Pretty lonely after a while, I’d imagine.” 
Well. 
Yeah. 


Charlie doesn’t really respond, and Blue says nothing else. For a few moments, they sit with 
each other. The silence isn't uncomfortable for once. 


It’s not until she makes the first move, glancing away, that Blue speaks again. 


“So, even if you don’t know where you came from...did you have any idea of where you 
were going?” 


Something in the back of her mind is beginning to wonder what the insistence with the 
questions is, but then, she doesn’t mind the sound of another person’s voice. 


“Uh,” hedges Charlie. “Not really. I mean, unless that’s a philosophical statement about 
where we’re al/ going or something?” 


Blue’s mouth twitches with humor and he shakes his head. “No. Bit more literal.” 


“Then no. Um. No, I was just doing whatever felt right at the time.” 
“And this felt right?” 
Blue moves a hand, genturing to the space around them. The little underground haven. 


Charlie shrugs, a little helplessly. “I know that when the sun comes up I either fall asleep or 
get so scared I can’t help but run away, and if the second one happens then I don’t control 
where I end up running to, and that’s scary on its own. So, I guess this is the better option. 
Best offense is a good defense, right?” 


“Defense against what?” 
Defense against- well. 


The eyes that see her even when she knows she’s being invisible. From random people 
finding her curled up in dumpsters in the middle of the day and her flying out of them like a 
bat out of hell, only coming back into her own mind hours later when the sun had finally 
gone down. 


Against watching people. 


Her own eyes following them from her hiding places, watching them move and breathe. They 
didn’t know she was there. She was close enough to smell them. 


Close enough to touch, sometimes. 


“Anything,” she mumbles lamely, instead. Charlie rubs at her arms idly, though it produces 
no heat. She does it more to feel the fabric on her fingertips, a focus. 


No oblivious, warm people here. 


Blue for his part is nodding a bit, more to himself than anything. She can tell he’s chewing at 
something in the back of his mind as he watches her. A pensive silence, where she knows a 
scale is teetering back and forth with her in one of the pans. 


She wonders what she’s being weighed against. 
Suddenly, the silence breaks with a buzz, startling the two. 


Blue twitches and hisses air between his teeth, whistling from the hole, and pats his pockets. 
From somewhere hidden under the layers of the jacket, he produces a smartphone, screen lit 
up and bright. Charlie squints even from where she’s sitting, and Blue’s eye practically 
closes, face scrunched. He taps at the screen, claws clicking against the plastic and the 
incoming call goes silent. He then swipes it open and starts texting instead. 


“Can’t leave well enough alone for a fucking second. God forbid I actually get a minute to 
talk to her before I got a dozen people stickin’ their nose in it...” he mutters over the artificial 
beat of the electronic keyboard. 


“Friends?” Charlie asks. 


When Blue doesn’t respond, engrossed in the text, Charlie feels that...that thing again. The 
pull, the niggle in her middle. As the seconds pass, she finds herself leaning forwards, 
towards the phone. Blue’s got it tilted away, but if she can just peek over the top of it, she 
could see some of it- 


Blue’s eye flashes up, catching the light of the screen and shining out of the deep shades of 
his face that electric, supernatural blue. 


Just like Alfred’s silver spear of a gaze, Charlie is pinned down. Whatever moved her 
forward now pulls her back, back to her spot against the wall. Fuck, is he angry? 


...Is she? 


In the split second of eye contact, it. It almost feels like Charlie is being deprived of 
something - something that she knows damn well likely isn’t her business - but the niggling 
in her middle has started to feel a lot more like something upset. Not scared, at least, not after 
the initial rush of being caught nosy-ing. 


It’s almost. Irritated. 
Cheated. 
Slowly, as she leans back, he lets his intense, warning gaze drop back down, to the phone. 


It’s a few more moments, but Blue must have come to some sort of conclusion in the 
conversation, because with a final tap, he sends off his last reply, and slips the phone back 
away into its hidden pocket. Charlie tries not to let the weird, irrational annoyance persist, 
and it does fade after a moment. 


“Welp,” Blue says at length, “Won’t try to hold back the flood too long, I guess.” 


He stands, and Charlie, for lack of what else to do, follows suit. Her knees creak as she does, 
wincing with her back as it straightens for the night. She hopes it’s not going to be like this 
all winter, but it’s not a strong faith. 


She watches Blue pat himself down, stick his hands in his pockets, and also give her a once- 
over. 


“Ready?” He asks. 

Charlie tenses. “For what?” 
Blue gives her a quizzical look. 
“To leave.” 


Leave. 


As in. Follow him. 

“You're taking me?” 

Blue nods. “Unless you want to stay here by yourself?” 
She said, if asked, that she would follow. Hadn’t she? 
“Okay,” Charlie says, barely above a whisper. 

Blue turns, and slips into the tunnel. 


Charlie takes a few steps after him, before pausing, just one more time. She looks around at 
the concrete box that had been something like a home base to her for the past few weeks. In 
the end, it was just a hole in the ground where runoff sluiced through, but. It had been of 
help, and there was some apprehension in just leaving it one night. 


Not to say she would never return, if maybe she wanted to. This felt like more than just 
leaving for a jaunt out, though. 


She supposes she’s done here. Nothing to be lost, and only everything to gain, now. 


Charlie turns, and follows after Blue, who shuffles in his coat for a moment, before pulling 
out a small flashlight and leading the way into the depths beyond. 


‘Urban exploration’, Charlie thinks she’d once heard it called. 


Punks and teens who had more time than brain cells to kill deciding to find an access point 
and wander around underground where by all accounts nothing but the most trained service 
people ought to be. 


The tunnel turned out to be what she expected it to be. A place where overflow poured in and 
was diverted elsewhere - likely to the river, further along. The tunnel was large enough to 
stand in, with only a little head-ducking here and there, but more often large enough that the 
ceiling could be a good ten feet above their head. At first, it was wide enough that the water 
runs through the central canal built for it, Blue and Charlie walking along the side blocks that 
rise a few feet above. 


As they go, though, the water gets deeper, and the sides become less clear of debris and 
puddles of their own. Above, Charlie catches sight of manhole covers and their ladders. 
Street drains on the sides of roads let down trickles of water, the droplets - sometimes whole 
streams - echo. Leaning on the sides of the tunnels are jumbles of forgotten cable and 
extension cords, piles of trash and junk, folded ‘road closed’ signs with battery powered 
orange warning lights still flashing in the dim. 


Eventually, things start to narrow down though. The water flows in narrower, and narrower 
straits, the tunnels condensing into places without the side-paths for dry feet. Newer concrete 
and rebar merge into older brick. The walls were wet, and slick with water and ice and...well. 
Whatever else trickled down here. 


And yes, there was the scent. 


Before, in the grotto, there had only been the faint smell of stale water, rotting leafmold from 
the branches, and dusty concrete. Sometimes Charlie caught the scent of rodents if they were 
close to hand, but that came and went. 


Now...well. It wasn’t just water. She just tries not to breathe. 


She wonders, after several turns, how long it must take someone to memorize a place like 
this. All around where splits and divergences, leading off to unknown places. A gridwork, of 
some form, though to put rhyme or reason to it from this perspective? Impossible. There had 
been numbers painted on the walls with access to street-level, but here, as far as she can tell 
in the bobbing light of a single flashlight, there are none. 


She makes sure to stick close to her guide. 


Blue is setting the pace, moving along with a surprising amount of ease given the confusing 
space. His feet seem to find all the perfect places to step, even in the dark, even when the 
whole bottom of the pipe was a giant sludgy puddle. 


Charlie is trying her best not to think about what was making her own shoes wet. 


Occasionally, through the sound of water and their own footsteps, she heard the squealing of 
rodents. Above, the rush of traffic. When Charlie placed a hand on the wall, helping keep her 
balance, she could actually feel the vibration in the stone. Her fingertips just...that sensitive. 
She wonders where they are, above. It was the middle of the night, but in a major city that 
didn’t mean much for traffic. The hum of life never stopped entirely. 


It gave her pause long enough that when she turned back to the path, Blue was down it a fair 
ways and watching her, eye gleaming out of the dark he seemed to melt into. 


“Sorry,” Charlie apologizes. She seemed to be doing that a lot. 


“T don’t imagine you’ve been down here before,” he says conversationally, turning back to 
walking, her following. 


Charlie shakes her head, and then remembers he can’t see her behind him. “No. I think I 
considered it a few times, but it just...seemed like a bad idea.” 


“You were never curious?” He asks. 


Charlie tilts her head. She thinks about that feeling, looking down the maw of the tunnel and 
having to strangle that urge to ‘just take a look’ with the more practical ‘you could get so hurt 
and no one would be there to help you, you idiot’. 


Now that she thinks about it, there have been a lot of those moments over the past few 
months. Hm. 


“T was,” she concedes. “Like I said, I considered it, because heck, what else would there be to 
do when you’re just that bored, right?” 


They come to a bend, and there a huge pool of water gathers at the junction of four pipes, 
stretching out into all of them. Blue pauses, and then goes right. 


Charlie can’t say how he does it, but he jumps, and seems able to place his feet at odd angles 
against the curve of the walls as he does, making a three step prance over the lake of water, 
landing in a relatively dry space further down. He turns and waits for Charlie. 


She bites her lip, and tries to remember where he stepped. This isn’t going to be pretty. 


She aims for the nearest corner, hoping to catch herself, and she does...mostly. Her foot finds 
a tiny bit of jutting stone in the gloom, and from there she propels to the other side, the 
second step- 


Only to realize that she didn’t calculate where that step was going beforehand. Charlie gasps 
a squeak as her right foot meets only icy stone, and slips down. 


She lands both feet solidly into the big puddle, sinking up to her shins. 


Charlie isn’t sure what expression she’s making, but Blue’s attempts to muffle his laughter 
echo down the corridors. 


“Glad someone’s having fun,” Charlie grumps as she hauls herself forward, splashing the 
cloudy water outward as she does. Her tour guide steps back before any of it gets on his 
person. 


“Oh, lots,” the jerk says, and without giving much more pause than to let her regain her 
balance on the pathway, begins walking again. 


“And, about being bored,” Blue picks up the conversation where they’d left it off, “there’s 
plenty to do if you know where to find the interesting places.” 


Charlie catches up to him, following a little closer, trying to watch his shoes and where he’s 
placing them. “And I suppose you know all the more interesting ones?” 


She can’t see his face, but Charlie can tell he’s smiling when he answers. 
“The most interesting.” 


He seemed to be placing his feet more against the curve of the wall, using momentum in 
walking to keep from letting his weight slip down into the center of the pipe. Charlie tries it, 
with only a little success. Maybe it was the soles of his shoes? 


Either way, they were certainly making time to...somewhere. 


Charlie knows she should probably be more cautious. More wary. She followed basically a 
perfect stranger down a hole, and is now letting him lead her to an unknown place along a 
path back she couldn’t follow if she had a map. 


But that stranger lays graying hands along the wall, letting his thin fingers trail dark, sharp 
nails along brickwork. His blade-like ear wiggled a little, every now and then, utterly 
inhuman and shouldn’t in any way exist. When he turns his head, the skinless left side is 
made visible to her again, raw and hard. 


Her own claws scrape against the stone. Her own ears twitch at small sounds echoing from 
down the way in the dark. 


She remembers the impulsive selfie on the phone she no longer has. 
Charlie told Alfred she would wait, and stay. 


“Hey, this is probably going to sound really weird, and. I don’t know. Maybe a little rude,” 
Charlie begins, trying not to do just that. 


Blue glances back, eyebrow raised. “...Okay?” 
“Well...do you know Alfred?” 


For a second, a whole second, Blue stops. (Charlie for her part attempts to keep her soaked 
feet away from the middle of the tunnel, with only marginal results thanks to the stop.) 


Then, with a huff of a laugh, he nods. 

“Yeah, I know him. Sorry about that, I just thought you were gonna ask something else.” 
“Like what?” 

“Nothing, just- nothing. But yes, I do know him. Very well, in fact.” 


They come to another junction, this time a two-way fork. Well. Three ways, if you count the 
hole in the center of the join, curved metal bars built into the stone of the tube leading 
downwards into utter blackness where Blue’s little light didn’t reach. 


He places that little flashlight between his teeth then, crouches, and starts down the ladder. 


Charlie approaches and looks right down the shaft. It was even more narrow than the tunnel 
they were currently in, maybe only three or four feet in diameter. She couldn’t see the 
bottom. Blue’s bobbing light only illuminates the immediate area he’s in. He glances up to 
her hesitating, and jerks his head. 


Charlie follows. 


The metal bars are cold, and they dig unsanded edges into her hands leaving rust in red 
smears behind. They, like the rest of the masonry around her, are getting older. Maybe this 
wasn’t even part of the current waterworks for the city anymore? 


Down, down. 


Something catches her attention after a bit, the flashlight’s glow passing over it so quickly 
Charlie almost didn’t have time to notice it at all. 


Underneath one of the bars, set into a tiny nook where there was a missing brick, were three 
little white rodent skulls. Stacked like a little pyramid, their shiny, cleaned teeth flash in the 
light like pearls for a moment, before disappearing into the shadows. 


The most interesting. 


“T didn’t want to make assumptions, is all,” Charlie mumbles, eyes flickering down and 
away, trying to make sure her feet found the bars solidly. “That everyone knows everyone 
else on the basis of what they - um, we, I guess - are.” 


“To be fair it’sh not an inaccurate ashumption,” Blue says, talking around the flashlight in his 
mouth. He lifts a hand to pat at where he stashed the phone. “We shchatter a lot.” 


“So, Alfred told you to come?” 
He sighs, the sound muffled through his mouthful. “Jusht, hang on.” 


She manages to keep any more comments to herself. Now that it had begun, it seemed the 
questions couldn’t be contained any longer, but Charlie clamped down for just a few minutes 
more. 


As they climbed down, the shaft changed slightly. The brickwork got. More regular? In the 
shifting, unreliable light, Charlie could see how it changed from red stone, the mortar 
between them crumbling and failing, to something larger, more new, with fewer cracks. 
Repaired. Redone, even, despite the age of everything else around it. 


There was also, opposite to them, at their backs, holes. Round, about as big as the shaft they 
were climbing through now, portholes in the sheer face of the wall. Charlie watched as they 
passed one, the opening covered with bars set into the stone. And another, just like it, not 
very long after. What lay beyond them, she couldn’t say. 


At the third, Blue stops. 


This offshoot is not covered by bars. The only sign they had been there at all being neat holes 
filled with old rust drilled into the stone. 


In a maneuver as swift as it was heart-stopping (you know, if it was beating in the first place), 
Charlie watches as Blue half turns on the ladder, calculates a moment, and jumps off the 
ladder into the hole. He pulls himself in, his feet disappearing after him. Without the light, 
the shaft Charlie is in goes black. 


There’s shuffling for a moment, and then Blue’s head pops back out, shining the flashlight up 
at her. 


“C’mon.” 


Charlie looks down, at the hole, and then right down - straight down. Nothing but blackness, 
and with the ways things were going, who knew what else. 


Blue was waiting. Nothing for it. 


Charlie grits her teeth, hands feeling shaky as she attempts, yet again, the same maneuver 
Blue had pulled, grabbing the ladder bars with one hand, and using one foot as a pivot. At 
least there’s only one point of failure here. 


Even if that failure might lead to more than wet feet. 


For a heart-stopping second, Charlie has nothing. Nothing but air in her hands and emptiness 
below her feet, yawning and pulling her- 


And then her hands meet rough, old stone, soft, and she’s making desperate noises as she 
fights the pull of sudden gravity like an animal tries to shake the snare. Something wild is 
moving her hands without her say so, and those talon-like nails dig into the stone of the 
tunnel, finding some purchase and quite literally clawing her way up. Her shoes scrabble 
against the shaft wall, and finally, she’s in. 


Her nail beds ache and in Blue’s light which now floods over her she can see some dark red 
seeping out from the bases. A few are pretty well chipped, but nothing worse. She’s got 
smears of grime over her front now. 


And her feet are still soaking. 
“Fuck-” Charlie spits out, feeling like she doesn’t have the breath to say even that much. 


Blue, for his part, merely blinks at her state of being. Without a comment, without really a 
moment’s pause to let her regain some equilibrium or thought, takes his light again and 
begins creeping on all-fours along the new tunnel. 


Charlie can only try to keep up at this point. 


At least, after a few minutes, she seems to be able to do so remarkably well. As hunched as 
the tunnel makes them, Charlie finds her body not protesting as much as it surely should have 
been. Head ducked, on the balls of her feet and hands rather than flat. An odd sensation. 


“Alfred told me to come get you, yes,” Blue speaks up, again. 
Right. Conversations in one kind of dark, about the other kind of dark. 


“T was sort of expecting him again,” Charlie admits. “It’s not like taking someone’s word for 
something is always a safe thing to do in the city.” 


“Or anywhere.” 
“No. But, extenuating circumstances?” 


“Something like that.” 


Half-answers. Meaningless dialogue. Words spoken just to fill the empty space between 
them. It was starting to nag at Charlie, that little whatever-it-was that pulled at her to find, 
see, hear, look. Such pointed irritation had never been a common theme in her everyday life, 
and she wasn’t enjoying it now in her everynight life. 


“And those circumstances would be?” She asks lightly, but now, as he had done before with 
her, probing. 


Blue doesn’t stop moving, likely too concerned with getting where they needed to be to 
bother with showing his frustration at her by doing so, but his shoulders do hunch further, and 
around his arm he turns his head to send...perhaps not a glare at her, but it wasn’t a happy 
look, the browless ridge hard. 


“Fine,” he says. “I guess you are owed that much, for all this.” He waves the light around, to 
the tunnel and dark and distant sound of water and lulling air. 


With a final breath, Charlie cannot help but feel like his next words are almost physical, 
something in hand passed from one grasp to another. 


“Alfred’s my sire. He made me.” 


Sire. 
Made. 


Things click into place, disordered, free-floating pieces of data start stacking up like so many 
lines of code. A sire makes you. A sire is...the one who turns other people into what they 
were. And Alfred, the tall, pale creature who spoke softly and had offered Charlie something 
like a hand in the dark, had...done this to someone. 


Flat, reflective eye. The curled eartip. 


Hands in the dark. A presence behind her, pressing down. Going somewhere, watching her 
feet drag along behind her as her head couldnt support its own weight, but she watches her 
limp body- 


“W-why?” Charlie stutters out, focusing on where she’s placing her hands on the rough stone. 
In odd places they hit metal patches, or little grates over pipes that direct water off into places 
unknown. 


The grow] that hisses from Blue startles her. It sounds like nothing that should come out of 
the mouth of something that at least looks partially human, loud and sustained and more 
warning than any words could impart - though he does that too. 


“T think you’ ve maxed out on this conversation,” he says between his teeth. 


When she doesn’t answer then, stunned to momentary silence, Blue shakes his head, and then 
seems to take a breath. Charlie can almost hear the numbers counting up to ten. 


“Look, let’s just leave it at this: you got something for free, it’s rude to ask for seconds. 
And...more a general thing, you can usually ask the first part - usually - but don’t try asking 
that logical follow-up. Got it?” 


“Loud and clear,” Charlie answers, quietly. 
“Okay,” Blue says, a little more gently. 


The pair continue to pad along. Charlie doesn’t ask any more questions, and Blue doesn’t 
either. 


The floor under their feet is changing. Where once there was brick and constructed pipes, 
they now seem to cross sections that are just plain rock. Dug and chipped out of the stone of 
the Earth itself simply appended to the premade. The path gets more varied too, enough to 
stand properly in some places, but having to go back to ambling along on all fours - even 
nearly belly-crawling at times. 


Occasionally, Blue would run his hand along the walls. At first Charlie thought it was merely 
him keeping balance, but he wasn’t placing weight against it. Just... feeling the stone. 


In the dimness of his light, and the downright blackness where it didn’t shine, Charlie lifted 
her own hand, and let it trail along. 


Rough stone, hewn away by tools likely without the finesse of electricity driving them. It was 
cold, and in patches, damp. 


Then her claws slide into...grooves. Not like the mortar between bricks, no. The rock had 
been scored, along perhaps a foot of space. Three long lines, too straight and perfectly 
parallel to be a slip of pick or jackhammer. 


If Blue notices her doing so, he doesn’t comment, and Charlie doesn’t say anything. But an 
idea is forming in her mind. 


She watches the little streams of water steadily flowing away from them. Down. The air feels 
stiller against her ears. She can’t feel the rumble above anymore. The tunnel is turning odd 
shapes, large swaths of it are just raw rock, her footing less and less level. 


She can’t say how long they’ve been walking - an hour? Maybe less - but suddenly, at yet 
another junction, this time a confusing split in the bare, jagged stone leading up, and down, 
and one off to the right in three uneven passages, Blue stops. 


Just stops. Charlie does as well, looking about at what’s causing the holdup. 
Blue reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. 


The screen lights, checking what Charlie assumes is the time. Over his shoulder, she sees it’s 
almost midnight. Blue makes a small sound, and slips it back into his pocket. 


He doesn’t move. 


A minute ticks past. Then another. Charlie leans on one foot, then the other. (She can hear the 
squish of her socks...) 


Then, through the utter stillness, a noise. 


At first, Charlie isn’t sure what exactly she’s hearing. It comes echoing down the tunnels and 
over the rock distorted from its journey down the way, but from...one of the tunnels, she 
can’t say which, music starts to play. Tinny, clearly from some speaker, and distant, but. 
Music. Something poppy, the beats jumping around at odd intervals thanks to the wacky 
acoustics. 


Something, even more distant, bangs, metallic and loud. 


And then Blue is off. Down the right tunnel, traipsing along like it was what he did every 
night. 


Far all Charlie knew, he did. 
So they leave the music behind, the sound soon disappearing behind twists and divergences. 


Again, the world about her changes. Under her feet, rocks and protruding stone becomes 
gravel and dirt, becomes leveled brick again. 


At a certain point, they pass under what Charlie can only describe as a gate. The metal pipes 
that compose it are huge, though, as big around as her arm. It’s been set into the ceiling and 
floors, and hoisted up to allow entry under. 


After that, the tunnel is actual tiles on the walls, white and waterproof. Grates have been 
slotted over the canals for the waterflow in the center of actual, leveled, concrete flooring, 
and they clank as she and Blue walk over them. The walls start to open up, and in the 
distance, down a long, long straight hallway they come to, an electric light glows a sickly 
green. 

Blue clicks off his flashlight. 

“How are you feeling?” He asks. 

Charlie licks her lips. 

“1 don’t know.” 

“At least you’re honest.” 

“T don’t see what lying would help,” she says. 

Blue shrugs, moving on down the hall. “Ego, sometimes.” 

Charlie chooses not to say anything to that. There’s a story there, or many, but she doesn’t 


want to press any more tonight. Lines in the sand she hadn’t been aware of suddenly drawing 
themselves around her. 


New rules. New world. New life. 
Idly, she wonders what would happen if she asked to go back to the surface. 
Amazing how such shallow lines can so quickly form such insurmountable barriers. 


The green light is a bulb contained within a metal cage, bolted to the wall. It casts a circle of 
illumination bigger than Blue’s, but only half the brightness. Maybe twenty feet of the space 
is visible, and a little more barely discernible before disappearing into what might as well 
have been nonexistence. Within the range of light, is more wall, and. A door. 


Metal, like it came from some office a long time ago, its old, brown paint chipped. It stands 
out, stuck on the wall as stark a contrast as the light in the darkness around them. 


Blue reaches forward and opens it. 


The hinges creak as the door swings outward. Blue glances inside, and then gestures Charlie 
near. 


It’s. Well. It’s a room, by all technicalities. Cinder block walls are bare and gray, and the floor 
is a concrete flat with a tiny drain in the center. A single light fixture sits screwed into the 
ceiling, the wires for it stapled along to a hole leading somewhere else. In one corner, there’s 
a minifridge, looking worse for wear, but humming. Beside it, on the ground and plugged 
into the same strip extension, a compact space heater. In the other corner- 


Charlie freezes as her eyes make contact with an army cot, folded out and bare, but that’s not 
what has her still. 


On that cot, neatly rolled up, is her sleeping bag. Beside it, her backpack. 
Charlie rushes forward into the room, past Blue, and honestly her sense, to her possessions. 


Her hands find the backpack first, flinging the zipper back, and digging in. It’s all here - her 
spare clothing, notebook, pens...No warmers, and that was. Weird, but Charlie almost can’t 
wrap her head around the relief that stmply having her own things in her hands again 
brought. 


Something like a pressure change pops in Charlie’s ears. 
“Pretty smart, using the sleeping bag.” 
For the second time that night, Charlie’s limbs make a move before her mind has a chance to. 


The voice is right in her ear, hoarse and deep and low, and right beside her. And it isn’t Blue. 
Blue is still by the door, standing to attention when Charlie decides to take a swing at the new 
person very suddenly in her space. 


She yelps and wheels around towards it, heart in her throat and nerves alight. Her left arm 
strikes out, palm wide for a swipe - but she’s apparently too slow. Blue had been unlucky 


enough to be kneeling and too-close to her, but the blur that backpedals has more freedom of 
movement. Charlie’s hit goes wide, and she throws herself off balance. 


She stumbles as the arc of her swing follows through, and can finally focus her eyes on what 
the fuck she’s even trying to hit. 


The person is. Tall. Taller than Blue, who already wasn’t short. Pale skin - no, bleached skin, 
of a face staring out at Charlie from under....hair. A long sweep of gray, dry hair, combed to 
the front. The eyes were a watery pink, staring at her unblinking. Under them, what looked 
like lines of black tear tracks trailed down the face, cutting the luminous skin, to just under 
the jaw. It wasn’t makeup, though. Skin markings. 


This person isn’t in layers like Charlie or Blue. Simple jeans, sneakers, and a zip-up hoodie 
over a tee-shirt boasting some band Charlie’s never heard of. 


He’s hunched down, not crouched, but clearly prepared for Charlie to move again, arms held 
out and away from the body (under the ends of the sleeves, the fingers and nails are black as 

well.) At least he doesn’t look angry - that Charlie can tell, anyway. She lets out an explosive 
breath, and steps back, hands up and open. Not fighting, just...startled. 


The new stranger does the same, and relaxes their broad shoulders. 
“Hi Zeph,” Blue says when Charlie makes no other moves forward. 
“Hi.” 


When he speaks, Charlie can see the inside of his mouth - gums, tongue, even teeth - is as 
black as obsidian. 


“Thought you were doing...stuff?” 


‘Zeph’, glances back to him, and then to Charlie, looking at her while he speaks. “It’s not 
ASAP. I wanted a better look.” 


He takes a step forward, and Charlie can’t help but take one back. He doesn’t try to come 
closer. 


Blue’s hand comes up to rub at the ruined half of his face, still feeling his own ‘closer look’. 
“Uh, I’d think twice about wanting that.” 


Charlie winces a little, and tries to smile at the pair, particularly Zeph. “Jumpy,” she says with 
a small shrug. “It’s nice to meet you?” 


Zeph’s smile is small, but Charlie thinks, at least, is genuine. 
“Sure.” And then to Blue, “Do you want me to tell them to fuck off?” 


“For now, please.” He says with chagrin, and digs the phone out of his pocket. “And if you 
stop by the hub, tell him not to fuckin’ call me - silent mode isn’t actually totally silent, it still 
vibrates.” 


“You're not going back?” 
At that, Blue’s eye cuts to Charlie, and then back. 
“Tt took up more time than I thought, so now I have to get a move on... stuff.” 


Well, isn’t that all just nicely conspiratorial and not in any way worrying for certain persons 
not in the know of basically anything it seemed. 


Zeph nods, and steps to the side as Blue comes forward. His face is relaxed, hands in pockets 
as he addresses Charlie again. 


“So, welcome to your new room. It ain’t the Ritz, but it’s better than a literal hole in the 
ground. There’s light and an actual bed and hey,” his foot taps the little space heater, “‘yain’t 
gonna freeze. Nice, right?” 


“Yain’t...” mutters Zeph from his corner. Blue ignores him. 


“Yeah,” Charlie says in agreement...trailingly. Some part of her is still on the defense, still 
wound up and ready for another assault - someone else to pop out of nowhere, or a hole to 
open in the ground and send her tumbling down further into the dark. Something new to 
break her already fractured world that she’d only just begun to pick up the pieces to. 


Blue’s face softens. 


“Look...it’s a lot. It’s about two and a half tons of probably too fucking much. I get it. Please 
believe me when I say I get it. We all do.” 


Zeph tilts their head. 


“But this is it for now. I promise,” Blue assures. ““No more walking, and hopefully no more 
pretty faces to make introductions to tonight.” 


He puts a hand under his own chin, smiling his half-toothy grin in good humor. 
“Hopefully?” Charlie asks. 


The smile disappears, replaced with an annoyed scowl, though not directed at her. “New 
neighbors aren’t common, and people like having something new to talk about - and to.” 


Oh. 


The blackness of the tunnel from the open door behind them seems to gaze back at Charlie. 
Another concrete box, with a doorway leading...somewhere. 


“Anyway,” Blue says, drawing away and towards that door, “I gotta get going. People a lot 
more in the need to know, need to know you’re here and settled.” 


She doesn’t mean for the anxiousness to come again, but it hits Charlie like the urge to gag 
when you’ve eaten something awful. 


She knows they’ve only just met, but it still twists her insides to see the only person she has 
even a shred of connection with suddenly slip away. 


“And Ill. See you later?” 
Blue pauses, just out the door. Suddenly, the scales are back. Still a debate, if a quick one. 
“Not tonight, but, yeah. Later.” 


The last word is both a date set and a farewell, because Zeph lifts a hand to wave, and just 
like that, with blink and a slip of the senses, Blue is gone. 


Charlie’s eyes trail away from the emptiness where Blue once stood, to Zeph. 


He was watching Charlie with a distant sort of interest. Not the picking-disguised-as-polite- 
conversation as Blue, or the utter aloofness of someone on a totally different plane of 
understanding as Alfred, but just like Charlie was only of mild concern in the grand scheme 
of their life. 


“..Long walk down,” Charlie says. 


“You should change,” Zeph says, ignoring her proverbial olive branch. “I don’t know how 
long I or Blue can keep people from sniffing around, and I doubt smelling like the Mesh is 
something you feel comfortable with for first impressions.” 


Abruptly, Charlie remembers what a state she must be in. Wet up to her knees, leaving damp 
prints on the floor every time she takes a step, entire front of her person covered in a later of 
dirt and dust, hands still stained from the rusty ladder - hell, her glasses even had smudges on 
them, and it was only now she was seeing it. 


And indeed, she could smell just about all of that. Feel it itch against her skin, like it was 
ingraining itself. Thank fuck her things were...here. 


Charlie puts hands to her backpack, pulling out what she wanted, before turning to Zeph. 
“You guys took this, didn’t you. Before Alfred came to find me.” 

wes. 

“Why?” 

Zeph shifts weight from one foot to the other, hands coming to rest in the zip-up’s pockets. 
“To see what you’d do.” 


Cruelty? No. There was still that faint lack of real interest in Zeph’s words and face. A person 
invested in harming someone else wouldn’t have that lack of care how something turned out 
one way or another. 


Just what he’d said, in different words. A test. Like the water, like the jump. 


Charlie was starting to feel like she’d agreed to something without being allowed to read the 
fine print, but...she’d been forced to sign the contract all the same, hadn’t she? 


“Okay,” Charlie says lamely. 
And then, in a surge of that irritation, she turns back to fully face Zeph. 


“You know, if you guys didn’t want me around throwing off your wah or whatever, you could 
have just told me to fuck off. I’m sorry I didn’t know about your super secret club that only 
cool people who never actually say what they mean or, god forbid, explain a damn thing, can 
join. If you actually want me to go, Ill just go.” 


The screed comes out a lot harsher than she’s anticipating, teeth snapping at the last few 
words. She’s tired, and confused. She’s scared. Words like ‘sire’ and ‘mesh’, lines on stone in 
the darkness and music echoing like cave song play over and over in her head. 


She’s fraying. She’s done. 


Zeph seems to take it all in, without so much as a breath. Not that he needs to, just like the 
rest of them. Charlie doesn’t take any of it back, even if worry and anger eats away at her. 


Instead of coming any closer, Zeph merely straightens, and makes for the door. Charlie 
watches him go, wondering if she’d chased off someone who could have been of help in 
some way. 


When Zeph does get to the door, however, they pause, and then flash their arm out. 


Charlie has only a whisker of time to react as something is flung towards her face, and finally 
those hair-trigger reflexes start doing her some actual good as she flicks up her hands and 
catches what is thrown. 


Plastic, squishy. Bright orange. Smelling like the caustic chemicals that made it work on the 
inside. 


A hand warmer. 
Charlie looks at it, then at Zeph. 
“Trust you me - if we wanted you gone, you’d be gone.” 


Before Charlie can even think to say anything else, Zeph is behind the door outside, and then 
it’s slammed shut, metal frame banging like a thunderclap in the little box of a room. 


There’s a faint click. 
Charlie’s hair stands on end as she realizes she’s been locked inside, from the outside. 


Fuck being silent. She lets her chest rise and fall with empty air, something still grounding 
about even the fast, panicked gasps. Her hands clench on the warmer, not caring overmuch 
how her claws pierce it. If she got chemical burns, she’d deal with it later. 


Her knees don’t want her to be standing anymore, and Charlie lets them fail, sitting in a heap 
on the cot. She drops the warmer on the floor and instead clenches her broken nails over its 
wooden edge. The green canvas is old, worn. Her wandering eyes spot a dark, blotchy stain 
on one corner. 


Alone again, Charlie lets the putrefying feelings well out of her. She doesn’t have room to 
feel shame for it, now, in chocked breaths, red tracks of what should be tears trailing down 
her face. Staring unblinkingly at a corner and hearing the creak of the wooden frame under 
her squeezing hands. 


The minutes tick by, and as Blue said, nothing else happens. No voices at the door, wandering 
footsteps or new faces popping up like hallucinations in her periphery. 


Charlie’s breathing slows, and eventually she lets it stop. She wipes at her face, flicking away 
only a few splinters with her tears. 


Undressing in the waterway grotto, despite being nearly open to the elements and almost at 
surface level, still felt less exposed than here in a locked room. More than anything it was the 
knowledge that this wasn’t really private space, the sudden unfooting of knowing everyone 
else here could do the invisibility thing - and clearly with much more control than she had. 


Was she a prisoner? Unclear. Could she leave? No, apparently not. Not right now. 


Her spare clothes are clean, though, and she rolls out her sleeping bag to cover the plain sling 
of the cot with bright purple that stood out in the gray room. She turns on the small space 
heater and it starts whining, pouring out warmth. 


She glances at the minifridge, fingers coming to light on the door for a moment...before the 
perturbation of the past night wins over curiosity and she leaves it be. 


Shoes, socks, and dirty pants off, and placed so they’d catch plenty of the warm air. Nothing 
to be done about the filth, but at least they’d be dry. 


As Charlie comes to sit on the made bed, something...hums. Buzzes, a long note. 
Her bag? 
No, in her bag. 


Charlie reaches in, digging around and wonder of wonders, her phone is there, charger and 
all. 


Displayed on the lit-up screen is. An incoming text message. 
...She didn’t have anyone’s number in it. 
Charlie flips it open. 


-Unknown Number: is it still called a ‘fledgling’ if the baby bird fell from the nest right 
down a hole? 


Charlie stares at the message for a long, long time. 


She doesn’t answer. 


Worn Out Places, Worn Out Faces 


Chapter Summary 


Introductions are had yet again, and Charlie meets a new, friendly(?) face. Blue is 
somewhat less than thrilled about this. 


Chapter Notes 


Gaaaaa this chapter took far longer than it had any right to take in being written, and 
hopefully the next one will be a bit smoother going. I was hoping to make it a little 
longer, but it turned out that it would just make more sense to cut it here, rather than try 
to fit everything that's happening in the next one fit into the last five allotted pages for 
this one. 


I hope you all enjoy! :> 


December 3rd, 2010 


It was the first time in weeks that Charlie hasn’t woken up stiff. 


When all...this had started, it had been late spring. Almost summer. The nights were still cool 
and dewy, but there had been lingering warmth of the daylight in the ground, on park 
benches, in the trees. As the seasons turned, so had the weather. 


Warmth grew to heat - sticky, clinging summer heat. June with its showers, and then July 
with its monstrous thunderstorms that built up all day, lurking in the sky until they unleashed 
themselves in torrents. Charlie had never been a fan of lightning before, but boy, had she 
learned that something in her head really didn’t like it now. 


In that way anyway, summer had been fine. An odd thing, how her body felt things now. Like 
temperature. There were questions - could she get heatsick? What was the upper limit before 
her brain signaled her that it was too much, and she needed to get cooler? Dehydration as a 
concept-applied-to-her now was...a tricky subject, for a number of reasons. 


Summer hadn’t lasted forever though, and soon the world had donned its cape of golds and 
blood reds. Fall came as it usually did in the midwest - first a few trees changing, and then 


piles of leaves all over. Hot one day, and then dipping into actually chilly the next. At least 
the nights got longer. 


However, it had also meant that all the real estate she’d sought out to make a hiding place for 
the day was suddenly full of others with the same goal; finding shelter from the plummeting 
temperatures. More than once, she’d come back ‘home’ from an excursion to find an 
unfortunate human wanderer having taken the space. 


Charlie was probably more familiar with the inside of cardboard boxes than she’d ever have 
liked to be in her life, but beggars and choosers... 


Needless to say, coming to consciousness - because, really, that’s what it was. There was no 
gentle rising from the restfulness of sleep, no fading out of wacky dreams - without having to 
uncurl herself from a position a pretzel would have found impressive, is nice. 


She blinks eyes open to a blurry room. 


Her glasses are in her hand, pressed to her chest as she ‘slept’. The thought of putting them in 
her backpack and having it stolen, or setting them down and simply being misplaced, leaving 
her without even the ability to see properly in this nightly, secret world filled her with a dread 
she couldn’t name. So she kept them close. She shuffles about, slipping them on to try and 
face whatever would come her way tonight. 


The room hadn’t changed at all. 


Charlie had left the light on when she went down for the day. She knew it didn’t mean she 
was any more secure, as people could literally be hiding before her eyes, but it was nice to 
have it all the same. The only items in the room were still just the cot, the space heater, and 
the minifridge. 


Charlie turns her attention to that, now. 


She sits up properly, standing on socked feet to pad silently to the appliance. The outside is 
white, and just like the door, looking a tad worse for wear. Long, thin scratches at the latch 
and hinges, as well as some rust starting to creep along the edges of the enamel plating. 


Well, Charlie supposes, vampires could still eat food, even if it didn’t actually satiate them. 
She’d tried, with a whole crate of junk snacks one night from behind a store - it hadn’t really 
ended well. She’d just ended up feeling overstuffed and heavy, and sti// hungry for what her 
system actually wanted. It had at least tasted like something, but she wasn’t keen on doing it 
again soon. 


At least no one had been around to see all her trial and errors. And that the errors were... 
recoverable. 


Strange that they’d take the time to put something like this here, though. Given how her 
reception had been so far, and how utterly lacking the rest of the room was. Charlie glances 
around again, uselessly. She resists the urge to actually lift a hand and bat at the air, just to be 
sure no one was hiding in plain sight. Stupid. 


Charlie reaches out, and grasps the handle of the fridge, mild curiosity flickering in her mind. 
With a click, it opens. 


And just as quickly, Charlie slams it closed. 
Then, slowly, like what was inside would jump out and bite her, she peeks inside again. 
No, she hadn’t imagined it. 


The anemic light of the single bulb on the ceiling reflects off of sealed plastic packages, three 
of them, sitting sluggish on the single shelf of the fridge. The liquid inside sloshes a little 
with the force of her slamming the door about, leaving smears of it in the air bubble where it 
doesn’t quite fill the bag. 


Black marker, scrawled across the white medical sticker on each, reads, Exp. 01/11 AB+ 


Charlie shuts the door again, once more hiding the bags of blood. She takes a step back, 
blinks down at the icebox, looks towards the ceiling, and then brings her hands to her face. 


“Okay,” she says to herself, scrubbing at her eyes, almost dislodging her glasses as she does 
so. “Okay, right. This is logical. Kinda...really gross, but logical. If we were all out on the 
streets hunting for animals every night someone probably would have found us.” 


Charlie brings her hands back down, and shoves them into her pants pockets instead. “Fuck 
me,” she mutters, as a final summation. 


She doesn’t let her eyes or thoughts linger on her find for too long. No point. Now that she 
was up, she had much higher priorities than bags of transfusion blood stocking a fridge like 
sodas. 


Like getting out of this room. 


First, she leans over and checks her shoes. The soles are still a little damp when she steps into 
them, but thankfully not squishing anymore. She ties them and then makes towards the door. 


The night prior, she’d been too out of sorts to try anything. But no one had come knocking, 
and there was no way she was going to be a sitting duck again. 


She at least had to try. 


Charlie reaches out and grips the handle. Even with the warmth of the room, thanks to the 
heater, it’s still cool under her hand. She takes a breath. A door like this has a really good 
lock, as solid as the door itself. And if the people who locked it did so with her inside, they 
must know that someone with their superhuman strength wouldn’t be able to shake it that 
easily. The one advantage - it opened outwards. And Charlie was not weak. She’d go for the 
hinges next, if she had to. 


Charlie’s grip tightens. Her feet brace against the floor, legs tensing. She was likely going to 
fail. 


But she wouldn t be alone in a box anymore. 


Her fist twists, hard, and she comes forward with a start, putting enough force into the shove 
that she can feel the bottoms of her shoes leave some of themselves behind on the concrete 
floor- 


And yelps as the door swings open, outward, into the ring of green lamp light, and black 
hallway. 


The force of her shove moves against nothing, and Charlie hurls forward. Her feet don’t 
move under her fast enough, her one hand on the doorknob not letting go when she should 
have. Charlie falls to a gangly heap on the floor of the hallway, knees hitting the hard ground 
with a pain that zings up her legs. 


Charlie bites back the hurt, righting herself into a sitting position. She flips back, towards the 
door, the room. 


Open. The damn thing had been open. She blinks at it, stupefied for a moment. She’d heard 
the lock click into place the night before, and she hadn’t heard anyone come and undo that in 
just the scant few minutes she’d been awake- 


”_I know fledgelings take longer to wake up-”’ 


Blue’s words, though muttered to himself and through the haze of a dream she barely 
recalled, come to mind. 


...Fledgeling. A ‘baby bird’, if you will. Something new, and small, and fragile. 


Someone had been by, and opened the door for her, before she’d come out of stasis. They 
could have even come in the room and she would have been none the wiser, let alone able to 
defend herself if they’d come to do something bad. 


Charlie cannot help it. She turns, eyes casting about at the darkness surrounding the little 
pool of dim light she found shelter in. There is nothing that she can see. 


However little such a surface observation like that meant. 
On a whim, Charlie breathes in deeply. Through her nose, a good long sniff. 


Nothing stands out immediately. The cold air seemed to be working against her, tamping 
down any scents that might have been more obvious had their odors been carried in a warmer 
environment. She gets the lingering scent of herself, dusty but dry, and vaguely plastic from 
her sleeping bag. The scent of concrete and the white, waterproof tiles lining the walls, 
though she can’t see more than the wall at her back. Behind all that... 


Water. Or, more precisely, damp. Little trails of it between the grout of the tiles, and under the 
grates of the floor further down that she recalls tramping over to get here. And something 
else. A scent that’s not something she’d had enough exposure with to put a name to. Similar 
to herself, but different. Something mildewy...something dry, but like skin... 


Her ears pick up things as well, now that she’s not moving, concentrating on casting out any 
senses into the void. 


The trickle of water under grates, the drip of some leak further off. Despite the chill, the air 
wasn’t stagnant. It passed over the exposed skin of Charlie’s hands, not in gusts, but in a 
constant, flowing stream that might imply there was a vent somewhere hidden near... 


There was also the sound of something moving over stone. Little sounds, scrabbly sounds, 
like- 


Like little claws on concrete. 


Charlie shakes her head a little, hand coming up to rub at her nose. That was definitely the 
scent of fur, and lo and behold, what should come zipping out of the darkness. 


It’s different than the rest of the rats Charlie had seen about - the others had been long, 
somewhat scrawny and always a dull, dirty brown. This one on the other hand is large 
enough it might not have fit in one hand alone, and its fur is a clean, glossy white with a 
black head and forepaws. It stops a good few feet from her, huddling down on the grating of 
the floor, little black eyes like beads under the lamplight. 


Charlie doesn’t feel hungry. Well, alright, that isn’t true, she always feels some amount of 
hunger now, always there at the back of her throat like an itch you could never scratch, but, 
she doesn’t feel the need to assuage that with the rat this time. 


And in any case, when she makes a move towards it, hand outstretched, it suddenly skitters 
back a few feet. A little more wary than her other snacks. 


Charlie withdraws her hand, and the rat stops moving. It hunkers down again, watching her. 
Or. At least. She gets the feeling that it is. It’s staying very still, not twitching its whiskers or 
wiggling its tail. Not even flicking its ears to the slight sound of the air moving through the 
tunnel. 


Come to think of it, as Charlie watches it, steadily, slowly climbing to her feet, she’s not even 
sure she’s seen it blink this whole time. 


Just watching her. 


When she finally gets up, rubbing at her knees and about to consider what next, the rat finally 
moves. Not in the usual quick way of an animal simply trying to get from one place to 
another, no, the rat creeps towards her. This time, it’s Charlie that stays still, and lets it. 


When the rat gets to her shoe, it puts its little pink paws on her laces, looking up, up, up at 
her. Then, it leans forward, and bites at her pants leg. 


“Hey-!” Charlie says, reaching down. She might be experiencing less-than-amiable 
circumstances, but she wasn’t going to add literal ‘rat-eaten’ to the list! 


The rat is too fast for her, and darts away, just out of reach. 


It doesn’t leave, however. 


It simply waits for her to stop moving, or at least make sure she’s not still moving towards it, 
which she’s not, and then does something well and truly bizarre. 


It seems to make sure that she’s watching, and then. Spins in a circle. 


Its little fuzzy nose almost connects with the tip of its long pink tail as it turns and spins 
‘round in a circle. Again. And again. Three times. Each time pausing just a moment to make 
sure she’s still watching. 


As if she could look away. 

Then, fast as anything, it shoots forward, and bites at her pants again. Tugging. Insistent. 
Charlie doesn’t try to stop it this time. 

Rather, she picks up her foot, and takes a step. Towards the direction it seems to be pulling. 


The rat lets go of her, and watches her every move. Charlie takes another step, and the rat 
moves with her. Pausing to check, and then moving away. She steps. It moves. Checks. 
Moves. 


“..Okay, sure,” Charlie says to no one. Or maybe the rat. “This is smart. I’m doing a really 
smart thing.” 


Becoming an undead(?) creature of the night? Yeah. Following a stranger down a hole? Sure. 
This was only the next logical step in the completely sane and rational trajectory her life had 
taken. 


The world beyond the green bulb’s light is black. The moment she steps beyond it, losing 
sight of her little guide, she feels like it swallows her senses. No ambient light from the moon 
or streetlights, or cars. No sound other than her own feet scraping along the ground, and the 
faintest pattering of paws moving ahead of her. Charlie veers a little to the left, so that she 
can at least have a hand on the wall. 


Every step feels like she is scooching along at a snail’s pace, feet sweeping out and making 
sure there was someplace fo step before putting her foot down. Thankfully, there didn’t seem 
to be anything cluttering the hallway and the floor stayed fairly even. Charlie starts to wonder 
somewhat sardonically if she should just get down on all fours and creep about like her furry 
companion. 


It’s not long before that wondering becomes something of a reality. 


The even-floored hallway she’s in doesn’t go on forever, and when they come to the end of it 
- just a flat, featureless wall that Charlie almost runs face-first into. The rat then tugs at her 
pants leg again, to the left. 


Carved out of the wall, is. Well. A hole. As far as Charlie can tell, anyway, hands reaching 
out and running over the opening. It’s not very big, enough to fit her body through, but she 


wouldn’t be able to fully stretch her arms to either side. It’s not concrete or metal, either. This 
is pure rock, gouged out and not made with any artistic thought in mind other than utility. It 
angles upwards, though, forcing Charlie to use that same all-fours loping she and Blue had to 
do the night prior in the smaller tunnels of the sewers. 


After a few minutes, around a bend, a light glows. 


In the all-consuming darkness, even dim light shines like a beacon, and it wasn’t the light of a 
simple, low-wattage bulb. Coming to an offshoot, the tunnel opened up a little more, so 
Charlie only had to stoop rather than crawl. 


And in the new passage, the light. 


Or, lights plural. Charlie can’t help but open her mouth in shock a little. Strung in garlands 
around poles set into the stone, interwoven with the extension cords that gave them power 
and connected them, Christmas lights, fairy lights. Some came with little battery boxes and 
switches to control a setting, and those flashed on and off in patterns. The tunnel walls 
themselves caught the lights, little sand-grain small deposits of quartz or metal or some such, 
glittering in the twinkle of colors. 


The mismatched rainbow shines off of the rat’s fur as it continues on its path, leaving little 
time for Charlie to actually stand about taking in the strange...pretty setting. 


The tunnel widens yet again, as it leaves most of the trail of lights behind. A single strand 
runs down the length of it now, glowing dimly in the dark, but for Charlie’s eyes, it is more 
than enough. Funny how even a little light can seem so bright when you’ve known real 
darkness. 


The carved work of the walls and floor stopped, and became uniform construction again. 
At the very end of that tunnel, set into the wall, sits another door. 
Metal, and similar to the one Charlie had been locked behind. 


The rat at her feet comes to the door and starts jumping up, towards the handle, little paws 
scrabbling at the outside. Again Charlie is struck by the oddness of the behavior. 


“Can you- stop?” Charlie asks, hand coming out like she can stop the action. 
And the rat actually stops. It turns to look at her, blinking. 


“You know what, that’s worse, actually,” Charlie mutters. The rat just stares up at her with 
intent. 


Charlie hesitates, looking about again. There really isn’t much else to see, bare, concrete 
walls, the single line of colorful lights stopping and plugged into a cord that leads into a hole 
drilled through the concrete and into whatever room lay beyond. 


She goes for the handle, looking down at the rat one more time just to make sure it... wanted 
this? And turns it, the door swinging inwards. 


The heat hits her first. A wave of it rolls out from behind the door, Charlie feeling like she’s 
almost being pushed back by the sudden change in temperature. With that heat also comes the 
overwhelming scent of warm plastic and stale air, the faint hint of paper and something 
metallic. 


At her feet, the rat slips through the door. Not wanting to be left behind, Charlie follows. 


The room is low and wide. At one point, it may have been a storage space, or simply an 
access point from one part of the maintenance tunnels to another, but had since been 
abandoned, and then completely transformed. 


Well. Maybe that was being generous. It rather looked like several nuclear-capable 
submarines had exploded in the space. 


First of all, there is at least light in the room. Quite a bit of it, compared to all the places 
Charlie had been so far. The single strand of lights from the outside leads into quite the 
collection of others, strung about all the edges of the room, but joining them now is the glow 
of low-watt desk lamps and flickering screens. 


There were a Jot of those. Just to her left, a whole section of space taken up by what looked 
like TV screens showing black and white security feeds from...God knows where, of what. 
All around the room, to every wall, are desks - in name, at least. Fold-out tables, side tables 
from a store or office supply depot, and even a unit of ‘shelves’ that were just wooden boards 
with milk crates stacked atop each other. And spread across what seems like every available 
surface is all manner of.. .things. 


Books, long series of volumes of what look like instruction manuals with peeling, cracked 
paperback spines, stuffed with extra pages and colored note stickers. Boxes and plastic crates 
full to bursting with papers and manilla folders and wires. The screens take up quite a bit of 
space as well; all sorts from just about any model and make Charlie can guess at, the cables 
and wires for those snaking under the makeshift desks in nests and zip-tied eldritch horrors of 
organization. The towers for those screens are tucked away wherever there is room between 
the boxes and wires, humming away and stirring the air around them in useless eddies. No 
wonder it was so warm in here. 


The walls aren’t exempt from the carnage of clutter either. In the sluggishly moving air, the 
bottom edges of posters waver. Movies from years ago, all the way up to releases that had 
only come out months ago. Squished between those are papers stuck to the wall in layers, 
where the new was just taped over the old. A corkboard with more tacks and post-it notes 
than places to actually put them hangs over the largest collection of computer 
paraphernalia...and what looks like the most crowded, cloistered corner of the room. 


The hub which everything leads to. 


The desk in this far corner is a hulking thing, clearly not one that could be purchased at a 
store but had been Frankenstiened together. Two sets of filing cabinets act as the ‘legs’ and 
added storage space, and a huge, dark sheet of wood is bolted atop those for the actual 
tabletop portion. And what space has been created, has been totally covered in what must 
have been enough computing hardware to fill a small specialty store. 


Four monitors are hooked up to the wire superhighway, each on and running...something 
unknown in the background. A couple of laptops sit at corners of the desk, perching 
precariously on stacks of more books. Across what little surface remained is all manor of 
odds and ends - pens and pencils and a couple computer mice that weren’t plugged in. Flash 
drives, a roll of black electrical tape, open and half used packages of batteries of all sizes. A 
hairbrush, several over-used markers with fraying tips. A butterfly knife. 


And sitting in a tall, somewhat too-well-loved gaming chair at that monster of a desk, is. A 
person. 


They’re slumped down, hands in their lap, head bowed inward. Like they were asleep. 
Charlie moves forward, a step at a time, skirting around a couch-positioned futon in the 
middle of the room (the coffee table of which is also playing host to what looks like several 
gutted computer towers worth of mechanical parts.) 


She’s maybe ten feet from them, when they finally move. A hand comes up, and Charlie 
stares at it. The fingers, long, too long to ever be human, with some kind of webbing between 
the final knuckles of the hand, like a wing that was never fully finished, curl into the lap. 
Charlie can see squirming movement - the rat! 


The hand curls around it slowly, thumb petting a little at the fur. As she watches, the rest of 
the body starts to move, the other hand, equally long-fingered, comes up to clutch at the 
chair’s armrest, pulling the rest of the person up to be seated properly. The head is raised and. 


Ears. 


Ears, huge and bat-like with massive black gauges stretching the flesh of the lobe into what 
must be over an inch in diameter. The rest of the ears are so large they simply flopped off the 
head under their own weight, grazing the shoulders that come down from the curled hunch. 


They twitch though. And then, with a deft flick of the sneaker-covered feet, the chair swings 
around. 


Tawney yellow eyes met Charlie’s bang on. A nose that’s pressed into the face, flattened but 
like some kind of animal’s more than a human’s, wrinkles a little as the mouth below it 
smiles wide to show off a set of teeth that look like someone had taken random canines from 
ten different sized dogs and shoved them carelessly into the gums. 


“Well, well. Look what the rat dragged in.” 

The voice is higher than Blue or Zeph’s, but still distinctly male. It cracks in odd places. 
Charlie raises an eyebrow at the other vampire. 

“Most people lead with hello.” 

“T ain’t most people.” 


No, he certainly wasn’t. So far, everyone Charlie was meeting was, in lieu of anything else, a 
definite individual. 


“Nice pictures by the way,” he says apropos of nothing, still petting the rat which squirms 
under his hand. “Even with a jank-ass phone you still get on the selfie train. Love that for 
you. I hope you have good memories of them.” 


Charlie shakes her head a little, trying to follow this person’s choice of conversation topic. 
“Why would I need to have memories of pictures?” 

“Oh, because they’re gone.” 

Charlie blinks. 

“What?” 


He waves a hand, overly long fingers wiggling disconcertingly. “I deleted them. Gonna learn 
a thing or two real soon, and that’s one of ‘em. No pics, no selfies, no ab-shots. The last one 
is just because no matter what, people always look stupid when they try it, dudes and chicks 
alike. And they always leave the fucking flash on, even when taking a mirror selfie. It looks 
terrible. Just my opinion.” 


Through the ramble, Charlie starts connecting dots, and she feels a hot flash of anger - and a 
little fear, if she’s being honest. 


“You went through my fucking phone?” She pauses. “Did- are you who texted me that creepy 
message last night?” 


The vampire shrugs. “I knew your welcome committee was gonna be substandard, so I 
thought you’d wanna talk. My bad for caring, won’t happen a-fucking-’ gain. And for 
everything else - it’s just standard procedure. If it helps, I think you looked real cute in some 
of them?” 


It most certainly does not, and Charlie suddenly finds herself...feeling almost irrationally 
irate. In the back of her head, she can almost feel hands not hers flipping through the files, 
digging, finding things that she’d put there for her eyes only-! 


A sound rips out of Charlie’s throat, and she feels her lips lift, almost on their own, showing 
off her inhuman teeth, wedge-like and able to take more than a chunk out of a person if she 
so desired. 


And shit, maybe she so desired right now. 


The vampire in the chair sees her hackles go up and quickly scoots back, hand coming down 
to cradle the rat close as he does. 


“Hey, hey, if I knew you were gonna throw a tantrum I wouldn’t have let you out! Damn, 
girl, chill your shit.” 


His words, thankfully Charlie supposes, strikes something in her before she can sink any 
further into her anger. Her lips come back down over her teeth. 


“You unlocked the door?” 
The vampire, oddly enough, smiles again. 


“Yup. Figured you wouldn’t wanna wait around for someone to come get you.” He cocks his 
head at her, a little pointedly. “You’re welcome.” 


Emotions meet and conflict in Charlie’s middle. She’s still angry, still uncertain as to who or 
what might have ordered this ‘procedure’ to be done to her personal, very private property. 
And now she was apparently meeting the person who, maybe against that same source of 
orders, freed her when she was possibly not supposed to be. 


“.. Thank you,” Charlie settles upon. 


The vampire gives her a measured look, smile still in place. “Mm. I wouldn’t thank me just 
yet.” 


Before she can even begin to fucking guess what that might mean, there is a click of a turning 
handle, and the creak of old hinges. The pair look towards the door simultaneously, surprise 
leaping into Charlie’s throat. 


A lopsided, recognizable face greets them. 


Blue isn’t looking their way when he comes in, and his hands are full of papers when he 
does, juggling them around to keep them in order. He kicks the door shut behind him, 
flipping through the first couple in his hands. 


“So, Sandy looked over the transcripts, but she says there’s a definite discrepancy somewhere 
in the middle, where the audio gets, like, really fuzzy. She marked it out, just wanted to get a 
third opinion of it. If you’re done with those phones from-” 


In the middle of his spiel, Blue glances up. 

His eye lands on Charlie. 

Charlie raises a hand, suddenly feeling a bit nervous. 
“Uh. Good morning. Er- evening.” 


His eye flicks over her at her words, and Charlie fights the urge to shrink back from it. He 
doesn’t look happy. 


Then he looks at the person in the chair. 
Blue’s expression turns thunderous. 


Without looking, he lobs the stack of papers onto a nearby table, a few of them scattering, but 
his attention is a// on the vampire at the hub desk. Faster than Charlie’s eyes can really track, 
Blue is past her, grabbing up fistfull of the other’s shirt and yanking him forcefully upwards. 


The rat lept away, scurrying under the cover of the desk. Charlie’s heart is in her throat as she 
follows suit, backing up, trying to put the couch between her and the pair. 


She expects a brawl to break out, claws and teeth and violence the likes of which she can 
only imagine would come from people with the tools to do some real damage. 


It doesn’t quite happen though. Blue merely jerks the other closer to him, face contorted even 
more as he snarls with his needle teeth bared. 


“One night. I want one fucking night where you don’t do this shit to me.” 


“Well, that would necessitate you not having shit for me to go against, and we both know 
you’re too much of a busy bee for that.” 


Blue rumbles, an inhuman sound to match everything else about him. “There was a reason 
she was in there.” 


The long fingers come up to pat at Blue’s hands, uncaring. Mockingly, even. 


“And there’s a reason she’s out. Easy, tiger. You can make toast two ways, it doesn’t matter 
where the flame’s electric or not.” 


Funnily enough, the simpering, calm cadence of the words does seem to ease Blue, if just a 
little. It didn’t banish the angry look from his face, but he did loosen his grip on the other 
vampire’s shirt, who uses the leverage to pull it sway. He actually smooths it down, having 
the audacity to look indignant at the stretched fabric. 


Blue does bring a hand up again, to point at him. 
“I’m not taking the fall for this. I did my job-” 
“And I’m doing mine. Christ, you really missed the opportunity when the Prince offered-” 


Blue does something then. His hands come up, to the other’s, and starts - well. It’s difficult to 
say. His fingers curl and lay across the other’s bare arms in a series of fast taps and scratches. 
Changing the number of fingers, the place he’s touching, and how. 


A sign language. 
A vampire sign language, oblique in every way to Charlie. 


It most certainly must mean something, though, because the other clamped his mouth down 
on whatever he’d been about to say next, of his own volition. His yellow eyes flicker towards 
her, and then back to his opponent. 


He takes a step back, hands up again. Nodding. 


“Fine. Game, set, point. You wanna take her back so you can play it your way, boo?” 


Blue leans back, the air clearing just a little from his fury. Now, he just looked annoyed. He 
threw up his hands. 


“Bit of a moot point. She’s out.” 
“And, uh. Still here,” Charlie says, quietly. 


Synchronized, three eyes land on her, and Charlie pretends like she doesn’t want to leave the 
room to find a nice, dark, quiet hole to quietly perish in. 


Apparently, there were plenty down here. 
Blue draws in a breath, and lets it out again through his teeth. “Yeah. You are.” 


He casts a last glance at the other, who only looks mildly interested in whatever was 
happening now, before turning to pace back towards where he had tossed his papers. He 
stoops, and scoops them up, settling them into whatever order had been lost in the fray, and 
then sets them (with a pointed force) upon the large desk. 


Then, he returns to Charlie’s side. He sounds apologetic when he talks, and though still 
annoyed, he mostly sounds tired. 


“We were going to take this a lot slower, just have you in the room for a couple days instead 
of tossing you out into fucking everything all at once-” 


He cuts a look to the side, but his companion was turned away from them, leafing through the 
papers he’d brought. 


“-but. C’est la vie. It would happen anyway.” 
“Rip the band-aid off already,” comments the other vampire, not looking up. 
“Can I not have a fucking conversation, even?” 


“Then talk to her outside. Look at me, so full of good ideas that work without getting a hernia 
over it,” the other replies, with a roll of his eyes. 


Charlie is looking back and forth between them as they toss words at each other. She wonders 
if she should just step outside anyway, let them do...whatever this thing is they’re doing, and 
wait for Blue. She doesn’t get to act on that though. 


“Fine. You know what? Fine.” Blue barks. 


He steps away from Charlie to the door, and opens it. Rather than leaving though, he turns to 
the two. 


“You’re coming with me, though.” 


This gets the other’s attention. He blinks, looking up from the papers. 


“Me?” 

“Yes, asshole. You.” 

The vampire snorts. “What, you need me to hold your hand through this too?” 
Blue sneers. “No. But I’m gonna need an extra pair of hands.” 


The other vampire squints at him for a moment, and then abandons the papers. As he moves 
towards them, the rat sneaks out from under the desk again and jumps onto the computer 
chair. Seat claimed. 


His hands move, a series of flicks and taps at his own arms in that unknown sign language. 
Charlie tries to follow it, tries to find some commonality in that and the few signs she knew 
from the single language course she took a couple years ago, but finds none. It’s opaque to 
her as the topics being discussed over her head, and leaves her just as unsettled. 


Blue’s eye darkens again as he reads it. He shakes his head when it’s done. 
“Tt’s not that. Just- c’mon.” 
Blue nods towards the doorway, and Charlie, for lack of any other say in this, follows. 


The tunnels outside of the computer room are chilly comparatively now. The winter weather 
outside having sunken into the earth, not enough to freeze the water running in the pipes 
around them, but enough that Charlie almost wishes she was back in ‘her’ little room with the 
space heater. 


The trio makes their way down yet another series of passages, away from anything that 
Charlie knew (which she was becoming ever more stomach-sinkingly aware was very, very 
little.) The way was lit with little white lights along the walls, battery packs having been 
appended to them to keep them powered without the use of electricity. To human eyes, she 
suspected they’d cast only enough light to barely see their own hands in front of their faces, 
but for her and her companions, the darkness merely meant a pallet shift in the world. All the 
vivid details of the space around them, in the wrong colors. 


They were going down. 


A couple flights of staircases that were narrow, the masonry new...but that Charlie suspected 
wasn’t made by human hands. The tunnels slanting downwards, ground under their feet 
packed tightly from use over years. Maybe decades. 


There’s the sound of rushing water nearby. Charlie first feels it, in the way the sound seems to 
vibrate in the dark, the way the air gets colder because it’s getting wetter. It gets louder, a real 
sound now, and as they round a corner, the pathway opens up. 


It’s a cavern, circular and tall. Above, to one side, something of a waterfall sluices down the 
side of the rocks, all of them wet and slick with ice and the flow. From the river above, 
Charlie thinks, and this a natural sinkhole of sorts. 


Its circumference isn’t terribly big - maybe only forty feet or so from side to side. They stand 
on one such side, at a carved doorway. Across the open hole is a bridge, over the deep, 
echoing darkness below, where the water disappeared. Two lights illuminate the space, one at 
either side of the bridge, bouncing off the rushing water and sending wavering reflections 
across the walls. 


Charlie comes to Blue’s side, the start of the bridge. It was metal, looking damp and slick 
from the spray of water less than ten feet from its side. Gratings from streets must have been 
pulled and banged together to make it, looking about as jury-rigged as the rest of the spaces 
intended for people to live in. Well. ‘Live’. 


Blue looks down at her, his eye lingering for a moment too long for her not to notice, but 
when she tilts her head, a question forming in her mouth, he looks away, and starts walking 
forward. He steps over a mass of metal rebar, a spaghetti mess shoved into the rock below to 
act as the bridge’s foundation and supports, and begins crossing it. 


Charlie makes to move after him, to make sure she doesn’t lose him, but a long-fingered hand 
at her arm stops her momentarily. 


“T never introduced myself.” 
Charlie blinks. “Oh! Um, yeah I guess not. It didn’t really...come up in conversation.” 


He takes his hand off her arm to wave her words away. “Wasn’t gonna. I think if he had his 
way, you’d never see me.” 


He means Blue, clearly. 


Charlie shakes her head. It wasn’t worth lingering on whether or not she felt like Blue may 
have been...correct in that want. “We’re here now. So.” 


She lets the last word linger, prompting. 

The vampire smiles again, yellow eyes glinting lowly in the scarce light. 
“Tweak.” 

“....Pardon?” 

The smile grows. “I’m Tweak.” 

“*... Tweak.” 


The name - if one could call it that? - rolls around Charlie’s mouth awkwardly. However. 
There is a sensation that comes with it. A new little piece of knowledge. Something 
important gained, a hole filled. A name. A person known. 


Satisfaction in...something at the back of her head. 


Charlie shifts from one foot to the other, lightening her voice. “That’s an interesting name.” 


“Tsn’t it just.” 
And ‘interesting’ is about the only nice enough word she can attach to him as well, so far. 
“Hey!” 


The shout bounces into the doorway, making Charlie jump, and Tweak’s ears twitch. They 
both look out. Blue is at the other side of the bridge already, feet firmly on the stone of the 
next tunnel, hands held out a little as if asking what the holdup was. Waiting. 


Charlie waves. “Sorry! Just, making introductions.” 
“What, you didn’t do that before?” 


“Bit preoccupied,” Charlie says, a little embarrassment over her near-outburst rising up. 
Granted, she still feels in the right ultimately - no one had any right going through her stuff, 
especially when this is all so much to take in all at once - but she shouldn’t have wanted to 
attack someone over it. 


Charlie footsteps rattle over the bridge, the metal swaying with each as she gets closer to the 
middle of it. The water mists in cold little droplets on her skin, her clothing. She wonders 
distantly if it’s always going to be this way - always faintly damp, dark, and cool. 


Blue stands at the ready for her, prepared to move on to wherever it was he’d been planning 
on waiting to take her. Maybe to see others? He’d said something about people wanting to 
meet her the night before- 


Under her feet, something shifts. 


A harsh sound, metal on metal, grating and loud even against the constant hum of the 
waterfall. 


Charlie stops dead in her tracks, and looks back. 


Tweak is bent over, something in his hand - a long length of rebar, from the twisted mass 
holding the bridge up. 


He pulls, and 
And 
The bridge falls to one side. A support purposefully slipped loose. 


Charlie doesn’t even have the breath to scream as she falls with it. 


I've found rock bottom, but I've also got a pickax 


Chapter Summary 


Charlie is deposited within the depths of a world she does not know, and no one seems 
to be offering her a helping hand. She does the only thing she can do - keep getting up, 
and keep moving forward. She just hopes it's the right direction. 
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Tweak twirls the iron bar as he watches Blue wind the bridge back into place. With a loud 
clang, the two reset the trap. 


Blue stares downwards. 
“You didn’t need my help,” Tweak says. 
“T needed your help,” Blue retorts. 


Tweak makes a wiggling ‘maybe, maybe-not’ motion with his hand. He then tramps over the 
bridge to join Blue on the other side. 


“Think she’ll make it?” 


Blue doesn’t answer. 


Freezing, freezing, freezing water sluices around Charlie as she falls. 


For one sickening moment, just like in the shaft with the ladder, she is suspended in nothing 
but air, the sheer drop a true ninety degree angle straight down, and then she’s in the water. 
It’s barely warm enough to not form ice. The force of the flow must stop it from totally 
solidifying, instead turning it into a far more deadly sheet of water, hundreds of gallons, with 
all the weight behind it. 


The open cavern doesn’t stay open, and Charlie finds out just where the waterfall ends. In 
mere seconds of the drop, she’s plunged fully into submersion. The water is being forced into 
a smaller hole, as pitch black as any of the lightless tunnels. Her limbs wheel. The current 
however is all-consuming. She knows how to swim, she even knows some more advanced 
maneuvers to keep afloat in a fast-moving stream, but not against this. Not against the force 
of a tributary of the river being pushed through a small opening turning all the water’s great 
volume into pure speed. 


There is no air. No space above her that Charlie can feel, not that she can feel much. She’s 
scraped along rock walls and floor and ceiling, not that she even knows which way is up. 


Her mind is just like the water - roiling, deafened, and dark. 


She can’t count the minutes she’s submerged. No space in her head for it. Just the constant 
milling of her limbs, the utterly destroyed equilibrium of gravity, and the all-consuming 
panic. 


That one is maybe the worst. The blind panic of an animal. She almost feels outside of 
herself as it happens - like her arms and legs aren’t hers anymore. Acting of their own 
volition as they strike out, clawing along rocks and earth with every pass through a turn or 
dip. Her face, not that she can really feel it, is a rictus howl, mouth open in a drowned 
scream. 


I will preserve us. Just like before. 
The water consumes, but can do no more than pull. 
Well. So can she. 


Maybe the level of the stream is flattening out, or the diversions that there must have been 
hidden in the blackness of the underground have taken enough of the flow that there isn’t as 
much crushing force behind it, but with one of her flails, claws catch on a protrusion in the 
rock. 


Pain from possibly a dislocated finger, a ripped nail or two, is deadened by the cold water, 
though the ache of it is still there. It contributes to the wild, singular focus in Charlie’s head. 
Driving it on, almost. The catch turns into a handhold, a real one. The water still beats at her 
body - a body that feels distant - ripping at it to continue on its unknown journey into the 
depths of the world, but with strength a human would not possess, the hand holds on. 


A second hand joins it. Feet now try to add their leverage against the slick rock. The 
protrusion, it turns out, is the edge of a small opening. Upwards. Up. 


A clawing handful at a time. Inch by inch. The pull of the water is a beast itself that would 
suck her back down into the endless depths, but there is a monster inside Charlie as well, and 
it won’t allow that while it can still move. 


Pulling free of the current almost makes her lose her grip, but the need to endure trumps the 
weakness in her muscles. Wiggling into the crack, scraping along stone and never minding 
the pain radiating from her arms, Charlie moves up. The water calms, spinning now in just 
eddies around her as the true stream is below. On the next jerk up, her hand breaks into air. 


Then, her head. 


The wrenching gasp Charlie might have made as she pulled herself free could have been a 
thing awful to behold...if she had indeed gasped, and if the air had anywhere in her lungs to 


go. 


But she didn’t, and it didn’t. It was something Charlie had noticed perhaps first of anything 
that she could recall from the first days back in her own mind. The lack of movement in her 
torso, from lung or heart. Sitting for minutes, hours at a time not breathing at all, just. Still. 


Charlie feels like she’s hauling a thousand pounds with her as she inches up, heave by jolt 
onto the muddy, rocky level. The water, having treated her as little more than a leaf in its grip 
before, now seeks to drag her back just by nature of it clinging to her clothing, her body. 
Whatever is controlling the motion of Charlie’s arms doesn’t let her sink back, though. Not 
when it’s finally free. 


She slides onto the bank in a puddle. The water sluices off her, pooling around her hands and 
flowing back down into the big stream in little rivulets between the rocks. Her ears feel full 
of it, swimming with each movement of her head. As she tilts it down, some water leaks 
between her teeth. Her mouth is open in a tense, silent gape. Her eyes track the little dribble 
as it piddles against the ground between her hands. 


For a moment, she just crouches there on all fours. Knees and arms barely keeping her off the 
ground, locked in place either by the force that still had hold of her, or from the sheer cold 
which was starting to seep into her bones. 


It starts as a hiccup. 


It’s almost an involuntary reaction, brought on by the feeling of that little bit of water leaking 
out of the back of her throat. In her belly, there’s a small, sudden tick. Charlie’s fingers dig 
into the mud under them, the broken nails reminding her of their painful existence. Her head 
ducks further. Her jaw tenses. 


It’s like trying to cough when there is no air behind the exhale. Charlie heaves, bent over on 
the ground, as water rushes out in little waves. Cold as it was when it invaded her, running 
between her teeth and leaving the grit and dirt it carried with it behind on her tongue. She 


manages, at some point, to draw in an actual breath. Thatnext cough actually hurts. The bit of 
sticky saliva that drips from her mouth is faintly pink under her nose. It smells of blood. 


Eventually, though hacking and trembling, Charlie thinks there is no more in her. It bubbles 
when she takes short, painful breaths, but she can, at least, breath. 


It doesn’t help much, however, with the absolute freezing nature of the season, nor the fact 
that she is soaked through the skin. Charlie gets one arm under her and pushes up, sitting 
back on her heels. As the absolute panic of the moment recedes, so too does whatever 
screaming thing had been inside her head driving her to move. It’s fading like the strength in 
her limbs, the clarity in her eyes. 


Funnily enough, in its absence, she feels...bereft. Suddenly too aware of how alone she is. 


Charlie moves legs with knees that feel creaky, getting them under her with a swaying, 
staggering motion. Water drips down her face, into her soaked shirt and hoodie, the denim of 
her jeans clinging in a frigid layer against her skin, heavy. 


Drenched in the middle of winter, and far away from any source of heat. 
She moves a step, in a random direction. The world smears in her vision. Her- 
Her vision. 


Charlie has only a moment for a small spark of realization to hit her as she reaches up with a 
numb hand to feel for what should be there, and it slaps against her own bare face. 


No glasses. Gone, swept away in the underground river. She is now alone in a world she 
cannot see clearly. 


The freezing air is setting in, in hellish tandem with the water, she cannot see more than a 
foot in front of her, and finally, the thing keeping her awake, keeping her blood up enough to 
move and save herself, has finished its job well enough. 


Charlie takes another unstable step, going nowhere, and then hits the ground. 


Stasis claims her mind. 


December ?, 2010 
If Hell was real, then Charlie could give a firsthand description of it. 


Waking comes as it always does to her now, consciousness slamming itself into her body as 
every muscle tightens, synapses firing from nothing like lighting against a midnight sky. 


Everything hurts. Taking air into her lungs feels like fire inside - wet fire, that bubbles too 
much at first. A few ugly hacks spit more gritty, pink phlegm out onto the ground, but the 
more she breathes, the clearer it gets. 


It allows her to get her bearings in space, and try to sit up. 


Mud left a spatter on her left side where she’d fallen to the ground. The broken nails and 
possible broken fingers had replenished and set themselves as she slept, it seemed. Her hands 
are achy, but so was every other bone in her body. The cold was still here. 


Charlie sits up with a groan and stares at the dark world of stone around her. . 


‘Betrayal’ was never a word Charlie thought she would be using for anything in her life. It 
was such a strong, dramatic word, people don’t get ‘betrayed’ in real life. But here she was. 


And it stung. It hurt. 


Charlie had found that her body no longer reacted as it should to things, even if it could feel 
them. In the dim light, as she sat, still damp with water only just warm enough to not freeze 
into ice, her skin aches. But...her limbs did not shiver. There was no more involuntary reflex 
to try and make the dead body warm, even if the intellectual understanding was there. She 
almost felt like she should force herself to do it, if only to feel some sense of normality. 


There was no normality anymore. If anything, this has proved it. 


She’d been an idiot. A big, fat, empty-headed fool. Charlie’s fingers clench into her hoodie as 
she hugs her arms around herself, trying to steady her body. She’d been such a fucking 
moron. 


She’d trusted people she’d literally met not even three days ago, on a word that they would be 
kind, understand her...keep her. Just because they looked like her. 


Just because she’d been so desperate for answers. 


If betrayal was first place as a feeling that Charlie had never had much familiarity with, then 
anger was a runner-up. As she sat, the more minutes ticked by, the brighter it burned. Unseen 
breath fanned the flames, and that something in her chest, that same almost alien force that 
had forced her hands to grab the rocks and save herself from the endless waters was now in 
her skull, in her chest. Clawing, chewing through what little barriers of her emotional 
strongholds she had left. 


Charlie was mad. A dark wash of fury seeped into her skin, behind her teeth. She clenches 
her jaw, feeling the snap of those teeth with all the force of something her size behind it. 


Would she ever see those people again? She had no idea. 


But if she did, she had a fair idea of what the anger inside of her wanted to do to them if they 
dared get close enough. 


Charlie sat for an unknown amount of time. It could have been just a handful of minutes, it 
could have been all night for all she knew. She had no watch or phone to tell the time, no 
natural light of the sky, no ebb and flow of traffic from the night to the early morning 
commute to gauge. 


Just her alone in a dark, cold hole. 
Well, not totally dark, at least. 


Charlie squints as she finally lifts her head (and tries not to wince at the stiffness in her neck 
as she did.) The light in the room was very dim...but it was there. Despite having lost her 
glasses, she could make out the shapes of things. The slope of the ground leading to the water 
below, the natural form of the rocks around her were all close enough to see if just fuzzy. She 
looks up, towards the light. 


Above, maybe eight feet up, sat the rusted, narrow poles of a broken metal ladder, and a 
single, battery-operated security light. Beside it, a huge dark hole. A way out. 


Charlie huffs. One, slightly crackly breath in. One out. 
Time to go. 


Charlie stands on legs that manage to hold her up this time, and slowly makes her way over 
to the ladder. It’s been bolted into the bare rock - and it is just bare rock, no sign of any other 
human construction than the ladder itself - but only half of it had survived however long it 
had been down here. The other half lay to the side on the ground in a crumpled heap of 
dangerous rusted poles. 


Reaching up still leaves her with a good few feet of distance between her fingertips and the 
first rung. Time to pull another stupid vampire trick. 


Charlie takes a single step back, eyes flickering from the ground to the rung. Taking another 
breath, she steadies herself. She crouches. 


For as much as she’d been relying on this new body to keep her safe in all the weird ways it 
apparently knew how to now, Charlie still isn’t expecting the near-instantaneous move from 
the ground to the ladder as she jumps. There hadn’t been that much space between them to 
begin with, and she may have overcompensated. 


Her arm hooks into the second rung of the ladder. Gravity makes itself known again, but 
Charlie manages to grip it well enough to hold herself as she swings in the air. In fits and 
starts, with the advantage of a strength that was beyond anything she could have done as a 
human, Charlie pulls herself up. The rust stains her hands, coming off in layers against them, 
leaving red-brown marks on her palms and a sting of scraped skin behind. 


Finally, she’s up atop the little ledge that the ladder had been leading to. Charlie squints 
against the security light, her eyes not used to this level of brightness anymore, and steps 
around it. 


The hole, carved out of the rock wall around it, at natural angles and chipped away to form a 
rough rectangle of a doorway, 1s black. It takes a few moments for Charlie’s eyes to adjust to 
the light shift, but even when it does, it gives her little more than a view of the dirt floor 
along an extremely narrow passage. Beyond the few feet of visibility is...nothing at all, to the 
left and the right. 


Charlie resists the urge to sigh, or let the lingering sense of panic take over again. She leans 
back from the doorway. Her eyes trail over the ground, where she can see now the crack in 
the ground she’d crawled through to get out of the water, the dampness on the rocks and mud. 
Her eyes settle on the security light. 


Coming over to it, her fingertips trace over screws set into the stone keeping it in place. They 
too were nearly rusted through. Gripping the plastic box, and with a tug, they nearly pull free 
from the wall. 


A second good jerk, and it comes away entirely. 


Shadows swing wildly as the light moves around in her hand. The room behind her is 
suddenly as dark as a cave under the earth should be, and for a moment, Charlie considers 
what might have happened if she’d washed up somewhere even deeper. With no light, where 
whether she had her glasses or not was less than a moot point. Swallowed by water and rocks 
and a darkness so encompassing it had driven people mad. 


She looks down at the little light in her hands and just thanks whatever serendipitous powers- 
that-be that her luck hadn’t run quite so bad. She just hopes it lasts a little while longer. 


The passage leading out of the room went in two directions - directly left, and directly right. 
Charlie considers both. The rock and darkness offers her nothing to make the decision easier. 
If she recalls correctly, the flow of the water had been coming from somewhere vaguely left. 


It was as good a decision as any she could make right now. 
Charlie steps into the passageway, and turns left. 


The passage is long and straight, but a very close fit. To either side of her she has perhaps a 
foot at most of space before meeting a rock wall. Above her she could lift her arms fully, but 
not much more than that. The air around her is so still. Cold, but unmoving. No ventilation 
this far down, she assumes. 


The floor of the passage is soft, and it muffles her steps. Silt and dust and unpacked earth 
leave clear impressions of her shoes behind her, but when Charlie gets the idea to look 
around for others who may have left their own imprints, there are none. Just the undisturbed 
dirt of who-knew how long. 


Charlie glances down at the light in her hand. Someone had to have been down this way at 
some point. The batteries would have needed changing, on a fairly regular basis. Maybe 
she’d taken the incorrect turn... 


The thought, now that she’s had it, sits like lead in her stomach. Wrong turn. Getting lost. 
Alone in the darkness. 


How long before these batteries run out as well? If she kept going forward, how much time 
was she willing to risk before admitting she’d guessed incorrectly and backtracked? And 
what if that too was wrong? How long before her footprints in the dirt became unreadable, 


untraceable for all the times she’d gone over them, until they were an incomprehensible map 
of utter confusion? 


Something in her twinges, enough to make her fully stop. Charlie unconsciously, 
unnecessarily, lifts a hand to cover her middle. 


The last time she’d fed had been...the night Alfred had found her, the night before Blue came 
to get her. Two...three days ago? 


Charlie’s hand clenches into her hoodie front, sensitive ears picking up the sound of popping 
seams in the fabric as her claws dig in. Three days. Maybe more. She has no idea how long 
she’d been unconscious for. The last time the cold had put her down had lasted as long as it 
took for the temperature to allow her to wake up again, days afterwards. 


She recalls waking up to the pounding in her skull, like something desperately trying to 
escape the confines of her withered mortal body. To run, and seek, and hunt and eat- 


Charlie rips her hand away from her body. Her fist stays curled at her side. 


She doesn’t have time to think about that, nor the possibility of what may happen if she’s 
down here for much longer. She doesn’t even know what time it is, let alone how much time 
she’s got until the next sunrise, and every step needs to count. Not be bogged down in anxiety 
over an invisible timeclock. 


Even if she is running it out. 


Now, she simply focuses on putting one foot in front of the other. And she does have to pay 
attention. Without her glasses, even being able to see the general shapes of things, there are 
still depressions in the floor, rocks that pop out of the darkness, or uneven walls and ceilings 
that catch her off guard more than once. 


Going ‘to the left’ was a good start, but the longer the minutes tick on, the more Charlie 
attempts to see if there are any indications of other paths. More specifically, an upwards 
trend. She switches between looking down at the floor, trying to spot any indication of traffic 
other than herself, and looking around for something, anything, other than plain cave walls. 
She remains greatly disappointed in both. 


She wonders what this place even is. It can’t be a mine - there’s no tracks, no structural 
frames, no detritus of equipment left behind though the ladder might have been all that 
remained. She supposes there was the security light, but that was as modern as one could get, 
white plastic casing over an up-to-date battery box. What was its purpose, if nothing else was 
down here? 


Dismal and ponderous as it is, it at least gives her something to think about as she moves 
along. In the complete stillness and silence, she feels like if she thinks loud enough, she’ll be 
able to hear her thoughts aloud. 


The passage seems to be getting wider, if not leading anywhere but some notion of forward. 
Just a few feet of clearance has given way to a comfortable five or six. Charlie now has 


enough room that she chooses to pick a side to stick to. She’s confident that she could find 
her way back to the ladder room if she had to, but she’d rather not have to risk it. Her hand 
finds the right side of the wall, and slides along the rock. Claws clicking and dry, cold skin 
feeling the rough hewn surface. 


It really shouldn’t come as a surprise then, as she’s trailing her hand along in such a fashion, 
it slips into a little nook in the rocks. Her fingertips sink into something soft but clingy, and 
across her hand suddenly bursts the feeling of little legs, crawling down her palm and wrist. 


Like touching a live wire, Charlie lets out a squeal as she rips her hand away from the wall 
and in the stark light, sees three or four long-legged spiders fall to the floor, scuttling away. 


Two more cling to her hoodie and are attempting to escape. Up her sleeve. 


“No, Christ-!” Charlie gasps as she staggers back from the wall, flinging her arm up and 
down to shake them free before they get any ideas about finding safe haven in her hood or, 
God forbid, her undershirts. 


Luckily, with minimal effort, the two also drop to the ground and crawl back into the dark. 


If Charlie’s heart was still working, it would probably be in her throat as she calms from the 
unexpected startle. She hastily dusts herself, making sure no extra little bodies are still 
hanging on, but finds none. 


She’s ready to go back to the endless walking, when a thought strikes her. Charlie’s brow 
furrows. She turns and leans down to examine the crevice. 


The light shines inside, illuminating the space that possibly had never seen light before. Silky 
webs coat the entire hole, soft and white. Clean. It seems that even in her careless eviction of 
some of the residents, a good handful of spiders remained inside among the webbing, some 
gyrating furiously around. It’s kind of funny to watch. 


Charlie steps back, leaving them to their business, but now her mind is working. 


These weren’t old, tattered cobwebs, abandoned and left to deteriorate, those were new 
spinning, and considering the amount of spiders inside... 


They had to be eating something in order to reproduce. Which meant access to food in the 
first place, and Charlie wasn’t exactly an expert...but that all pointed to there being access to 
the surface, possibly quite close. 


The thought bolsters her more than anything had so far. Charlie can’t help the little smile that 
inches onto her face. 


“Sorry about that, guys,” she says to the spider hole. Even her quiet tone feels thunderous in 
the silent space. “But thanks.” 


She goes back to walking. 


It does take a while for anything to change noticeably in the area, but as if the spiders were 
part of some gateway into something new, things do change. 


The walls, so pressed tight and small before, continue to space out. Despite not needing to, 
breathing in the air feels a little easier. Her arms have room to move around more freely. 
More than a few times, Charlie passes a turn-off to the right or left, though all of them are 
dead ends. Probably for the best. There was some comfort in the monotony of walking in a 
single straight line - less of a chance of sheering off in the wrong direction and becoming 
more lost - but Charlie knew that would only get her so far. She’d eventually have to start 
making a decision about direction. 


And such a decision presents itself. 


The single tunnel comes to a rather abrupt end, but as Charlie comes closer, she realizes that 
it’s not ended, it's actually gotten suddenly smaller again. The tunnel turning into a small 
crack in the stone, with barely enough room for a person to squeeze their body through. 


There’s dim light coming through the cracks and a small draft as air is forced through. 


Charlie’s heart is in her throat as she presses herself onwards, the walls of the hole closing in 
around her. Her damp clothing is uncomfortable against her skin, the stone scraping and 
leaving marks, but she’s close. She can feel it. 


Finally, and end. Just one more corner to work through, she’!l be out of the confines of earth 
and stone and maybe even some place she can recognize- 


Charlie squeezes through and stumbles into a space far more open than she’d anticipated. 


The tunnel has led her into a round...room, of sorts. Wide, maybe fifty or more feet across, 
with a high ceiling where a few strings of lights are hung, their cords disappearing into the 
ever-present darkness at the edges. They gave off a warm, orange-gold glow, the light oddly 
soft against the harsh white of the security light. The edges blur together in her impaired 
vision. The ground beneath her feet is no longer dirt, but large, flat flagstones, roughly 
carved, but fitting together in a harmony of organic edges. 


Charlie gazes up, mouth dropping open. 
All around the room, to the left and right, directly across from her, and...up...were doors. 


Doorways, empty and disappearing into the unknown, but also ones with actual doors with 
hinges, some open, some closed, of all sorts. A set of metal stairs as though pulled from a 
building’s fire escape wound upwards, to a second level, and a third even further up, to access 
them all. 


A hub, a wheel leading off in all directions. 


Charlie takes a step forward, letting the hand holding the security light drop, so its light was 
not so stark in the space, letting her eyes adjust to the softer gleam of the strand lights. She 


glances back, marking her place. The crack in the wall was quite literally that, compared to 
the rest. Small, almost unassuming. 


In hesitant, wandering steps, Charlie follows the meandering pathway of stones to the very 
center of the circular room. Though she can’t properly see more than a few feet in front of 
her, she thinks there’s a pattern to the flooring. Darker stones here, lighter ones there. A giant 
mosaic of...something he can’t quite make out without looking at it from further away. 
Maybe designed to be viewed from the upper walkways above. 


Though human uncertainty bound her legs, an ever-growing curiosity so intense that she 
comes to a stop in the very middle of it all, seizes her. Who built this? How? Why? How 
many others were...down here? All this time, below everything, every day and night - it was 
almost impossible to imagine. The presence in her mind is overwhelmed with choices of 
something new, something interesting. Something secret. 


But of course, it wasn’t just for her. 


As she stands, trying to gain control herself and begin to try and decide where to go, a sound 
in the silence catches her attention. 


Somewhere, far up on the third level, footsteps echo against the metal grating of the 
walkways, breaking the spell. 


Charlie’s head whips around. The glow of the string lights doesn't quite reach the space up 
there, shrouded in the darkness that seems intensified just outside of their range, and far 
enough away that she can only barely make out the form of a person. Legs, arms, and as they 
pause for a moment in their walking, Charlie thinks she sees the lights glint off of two eyes in 
the dark. 


Her excitement and urgency takes over. 
“Hey!” Charlie calls out. She raises a hand in some form of greeting- 


The person startles violently. Feet stamp on the metal walkway, caught off-guard, and then 
ringing out in loud footfalls as they dash away. Following the curve of the room. 


“Oh, no, wait!” She calls out, and without thinking, tries to follow them across the room, 
though they are levels above her. “Please-!” 


Her calls fall on ears deaf to her pleading. They are already in another tunnel, their footfalls 
dying away into the silence, but. 


But Charlie is fast as well. And desperate. 


She tears across the round room to a set of stairs up, to one level, and then the next. Her own 
running is painfully loud across the catwalks, hitting the grating hard. Her light dances in her 
hand. She doesn’t hesitate at the border of the lit room and the dark passage the stranger had 
run down. She can only follow. 


Sensitive ears hear the last drums of their retreat and Charlie gives chase. Even if she doesn’t 
catch them, they will surely lead her somewhere. The tunnel is still carved from stone, but it’s 
larger than the last one and Charlie has room to move. To sprint. 


The dark does not stay dark and her quarry does not stay far ahead of her. Charlie tracks the 
sounds of the footsteps first but as moments pass they get closer. Rounding corners that twist, 
some even seeming to turn in on themselves in a snake-like loop, she almost catches glimpses 
of a back, a churning leg dipping into shadow again but always just out of range of the light. 


There are more lights. Now and then, across the tunnel’s walls and ceiling, more string lights 
hang. They give off precious little illumination, but their colored glow casts the world into 
eerie scenes when she passes them. 


A card table set up in a little nook, covered with empty cigarette cartons. A section of wall 
scratched over with marks in the stone, like someone outlining a future demolition. Another 
door, rotten wood stripped of paint and splintering at the knob. Snakes of cables along the 
ground, here and there and everywhere, many of which lead to humming mobile generators 
clearly at their carrying capacity for the plugs. 


These all fly past Charlie’s eyes as she runs, her mind never able to come to any conclusion 
about them or stop to examine them. Just more incomprehensible vignettes of a world only 
just revealing itself to her reality. 


A few times now, Charlie has almost been on the tail of the person she’s been after, and a 
thought flickers through her mind, even now, as all her concentration is on keeping up with 
them: why do they not turn invisible? If she could, and Alfred could, and Blue could, then 
surely they could as well. Just stop running and hide in plain sight. 


In fact, they seem to be slowing down, somewhat. Dipping through the maze of corridors and 
through banks of darkness cut through with Charlie’s light, she almost manages to see them 
full a couple of times. The edge of a dirty shirt, the heel of a dirt -caked boot, the hint of 
pitted, marred skin. First twenty feet away, then ten, before ducking away down another 
bend. 


They skid into a long passage where the floor is uneven and rocky, and where there aren’t 
rocks there’s only accumulations of dirt and dust. They scramble over the rocks with ease 
leaving Charlie to try her best to follow. 


She steps into a large section that seems mostly flat, prepared to use it to spring forward- 
And it gives way. 
Again, she is falling. This time though, there is no water to break her fall. 


She tumbles down, the hidden pit opening like a devouring mouth around her and swallowing 
her into the blackness, rocks striking her head and dirt fling her eyes as she goes. But even 
that is not the worst of it. 


As she lands, Charlie screams. 


At the bottom of the pit, like the teeth of the maw, are spikes. Long, thin poles of rusty, 
ribbed rebar, cut and twisted into nasty points and sunk into the ground lining the bottom of 
the hole. 


Maybe some higher power was still watching out for her, even just a little, because thanks to 
the angle of her fall, scraping along the furthest edge rather than landing right in the middle, 
Charlie manages to avoid most of the points. 


Most. 


Charlie’s face convulses and her throat is raw with her own cries. A spike shines with dark 
red blood as it sticks through her right leg, through the very meat of her calf. Her hands fly to 
it, groping at the wound, the metal. Beside her, the security light lays smashed against 
another pole, the plastic cracked and lightbulbs inside broken. One flickers weakly, barely 
outlining the shine of blood slicking her fingers and darkening the jeans around the spike. 


She throws her head back, unable to think for long moments. All she can feel is the pain, and 
all her thoughts are looping an endless chorus of regretful realization. 


That’s why the person hadn’t hidden. Why they had let her get so close in the chase. Just 
leading her down here, where even if she didn’t die, she’d be trapped. 


Charlie clutches at her leg, any twitch of muscle causing searing, throbbing pain to fill her to 
her bones. 


She had to get up. She had to keep going. 


...But where would she even fucking go? In the running, she hadn’t bothered to mind any 
kind of direction they’d been going, up or down. They’d made so many twists and turns, she 
couldn’t follow them back to the round room if she tried. And now that she knew there were 
hidden traps, what if she just fell into or triggered another one, and not be so lucky that it was 
only her leg the next time? 


A sob works its way out of her chest. Just one. Charlie clenches her teeth and lets it fill her 
alongside the pain and utter exhaustion. Maybe the sun was rising, and she would sleep. 


Maybe she’d never have to wake up again. 


Her eyes sink closed, waiting for the feeling of empty, dreamless stasis. Maybe someone 
would find her here when they reset the trap, but who the fuck knew if they would be friendly 
or not. And who knows in what state she’d be in by that point. In her gut, as though the 
spilling of her blood has only sped this along, the gnawing grows. 


The need that has hollowed her out and haunted her deepest thoughts every night since it all 
started, begs. 


For a time Charlie can’t really calculate, she lays, awkward and bent against the side of the 
pit. Above, only the faintest difference in darkness proved there was an opening above her. 
For a while, she might actually pass in and out of waking - it’s hard to tell. Could she pass out 


from bloodloss? She didn’t know. It was starting to feel far away, though. A horrible story 
she’d been forced to read, but that wouldn’t stick in her mind as anything more than awful 
memories... 


Something brushes her ear. 


Charlie twitches and bares her teeth as the action jostles the leg. She opens her eyes, her mind 
suddenly snapping back into focus. 


The weak, stuttering light of her broken lamp catches on something in the dark. It hangs in 
the air, just beside her face. 


A spider, not much bigger than a fingertip, hovers before her face. It’s long legs but a sturdy 
body that of a common orb weaver. 


And it’s about six inches from her face. 


Charlie draws back as much as she can, which isn’t much. The spider remains, dangling 
unmoved on its thread. If Charlie didn’t know better she’d say it was watching her. 


...A sensation from an animal she’s noted before. 


Charlie squints her eyes, partly in pain, but also in automatic suspicion. It’s been a hard- 
taught lesson, but maybe some hesitation is finally sinking in. 


If the spider is anything like the rat that lead her to the computer room, to Tweak and Blue, 
who then lead her to the dropping bridge, and the stranger in the tunnel who lead her here, 
then she had every reason to be wary of something inhuman watching her with any kind of 
intent. 


The spider doesn’t do much though. When Charlie shifts, it just moves back, so as to not 
accidentally be touched. A couple of times, as Charlie tries to twist her body into a more 
comfortable position, so her back at the very least isn’t pressed against the metal of more 
spikes, it inches up its strand of silk. 


In looking up at it, watching it move back and forth, Charlie’s eye catches the ghostly glint of 
the thread. Up, up, to a few bars set into the ground near the top. Likely left over from 
holding the false floor in place. The spider hung off this overhang, swaying in a small 
invisible wind. 


She wouldn’t be able to grab them while standing, out of her reach, but. Maybe with a 
jump... 


The thought is almost as funny as it is painful. Jump. In her condition. With no light, totally 
lost, and getting hungrier by the hour. The thought of simply trying made her feel limp with 
the gathering exhaustion. 


...She thought of being down here when the last of the battery in the security light died. No 
more of even the flickering. 


She thought of being stuck down here with no idea when someone else would show up. Or 
maybe, when they did. 


She thought of being here when she wasn’t just hungry. Ravenous. 
Blank with it. 


Charlie’s hands dig into the dirt on the floor of the pit. She raises a soiled fist up to bring it 
down once onto the soft earth, a helpless rage at the world around her, at her own idiotic 
spirit. She should just lay down and let whatever was to come, come and have her. Six 
months of running from the inevitable felt like six months too long anyway. 


She doesn’t. 


Charlie waves at the spider, hand swiping through the air right in front of it to shoo it back, 
and it goes. Retreating up its little rope at the erratic movement, though it doesn’t withdraw 
all the way. She twists around again, back into the uncomfortable position on her side, legs 
attempting to cross but for the spike through the right. 


One good pull. Only a couple inches of the tip of the metal protrusion was visible through her 
calf, so she wouldn’t have to drag the leg through a long, excruciating extraction up the 
whole two feet of rebar. Just one good pull, and she’d be free. 


That was still quite the task, though. Charlie delicately feels around the wound, cursing the 
fact that even broken and almost gone, the light landed too far away for her to reach over and 
get it, to get a better look. Every prod draws a hiss from between her teeth. She tries to angle 
her claws to get under the jean fabric where the pole had punctured, to tear it aside. 


She manages, and Charlie grimaces with the tearing of seams, using two hands to part the 
pants leg into a wider hole. The sticky, damp cloth left tacky smears of blood on her skin. 


In a moment she’s not fully conscious of until she’s in the middle of doing so, Charlie brings 
the fingers of one hand up to her mouth and sticks them in. 


It’s mixed with dirt and the lingering taste of the cold runoff water from hours ago, but 
overpowering it all, the blood invades her mouth in a wash. Her tongue darts without her 
permission into the hollows under her claws where larger droplets have gathered, flicking 
them out and sucking. The feeling that follows- 


It’s like static in a limb one had laid on for too long and lost circulation. Pins and needles in 
the nerves behind her teeth, under her tongue, down her throat and up into her head. Almost 
like a brain freeze with no pain, and Charlie blinks against the sensation, hard. Her jaw 
tenses, mouth opening like it had been burned and trying to expel the shocking sensation. She 
spits, shaking herself. 


It’s disorienting enough to break her from the gory little fugue and back to the more painful 
though equally bloody present. That had been goddamn weird, but she really doesn’t have 
time to dwell on it. 


Charlie’s scowl is nearly lost to the dark but it hardens her face all the same as she takes both 
hands and grips near the wound. This was going to fucking suck no matter what, so like all 
hideous but necessary things, it was best to do it fast. She sucks in one steadying breath. Two. 
Thr- 


She doesn’t let herself complete the mental countdown. Her hands grab tightly, so tightly 
she’s sure she feels the tips of her claws breech skin, before giving a mighty yank upwards. 


Her flesh slides wetly up the rebar, following the hole it had made back through. Every 
imperfection in the metal, every ribbed section seems to catch and pull inside of her. The 
ghost of illness churns her stomach alongside the wave of absolute agony that sweeps 
outwards from the wound. Charlie’s hands feel weak against it as it hits, every last nerve in 
her body begging for it to end, but she can’t just stop. She can’t let go and risk losing 
progress or impaling herself again. 


Like removing a cut of meat from a hook in a slaughterhouse, Charlie’s leg comes free. The 
scent of blood - deep, thick, rich blood - comes with it. She might have paused to note that 
with the scent of her own blood comes that same odd feeling like radio feedback in her 
senses, but her senses were much more focused on not flailing or locking up entirely. 


It’s done, though. The gruesome chore ends with Charlie setting her leg down as gently as her 
hands can manage and sitting back to rest for a second. 


Ironically though, that was the easy part. Charlie looks up from the mangled hole in her leg to 
the ledge above and the protruding poles. The spider is still there, watching her with its tiny, 
black eyes. Charlie frowns at it. 


“Entertained?” She grits. 
The spider doesn’t reply. 
Charlie scoffs quietly and looks away, preparing herself for the next step. 


The loss of blood is making her weak, alongside the hunger and the past hours of toil. If she’s 
going to do this, then she’s really only got one good shot at it. If she fails, then...oh well. 
Lots of people much younger than her have died in maybe not many darker circumstances, 
but she won’t be alone in it. The thought is neither comforting, nor as anxiety-inducing as it 
might have once been, even minutes ago when she still had two good legs. 


Charlie shakes off the soul-deep want to lay back and fade into the pain pulling at her. Sitting 
herself upright and curling her god leg under her, she reaches out for the wall on her left and 
feels along until her hand catches on a good sized stone set into it. She makes sure of her grip 
and her footing before clenching her jaw and hauling upwards. 


Even for as limp as she tries to keep her right hip, stop the muscles of that leg from tensing 
and injuring themselves further, it’s still on the edge of too much. For a moment Charlie fears 
even her good leg won’t hold her. She sways, her claws catching on the stone, some fear of 
keeling over face-first into the one of the rebar spikes flashing through her head for a second, 
before the sensation passes. 


Step one - stand up. Accomplished. 
Step two - jump. On one leg. And not miss. 


Looking up, Charlie sees that the spider has truly retreated now. It had drawn itself up to 
perch on the edge of the hole, and though it still watches her, little face given no indication of 
any kind of emotion a person could understand, Charlie felt, in some way, that it was 
encouraging her. Like it knew what she was about to attempt, and was preparing itself to get 
out of the way when she clambered up there. 


She’d take the encouragement, even if it was imagined. She tries a few steps to see if her 
balance could keep, and through awkward, tiny hops with most of her weight against the 
wall, gets herself into a better position. 


The exposed bars are above her now. The only differentiation between the blackness of the 
inside of the hole and the blackness of the tunnel above being the smallest of shades. 


Charlie glances back to the security light, fizzling away. If she was lucky, she’d find 
something else like it up there. If not... 


She’d make do. For however long she could. 


Charlie lifts herself away from the wall to her side, to put more weight onto her good leg. She 
couldn’t let anything impede her. Already the cradle of her hips ache on both sides, but she 
sets her foot at shoulder-width apart. 


The edge is nearly ten feet up. Maybe more. More than the broken ladder had been. 
Her leg, all the way down into her shoe, is soaked with sticky, luke-warm blood. 
If she falls, she won’t get back up. Can’t. 


Charlie feels like her body acts on her behalf. An invisible rope yanking upwards rather than 
her own power driving her on. One moment she is on the ground, like a sprinter waiting for 
the pop of the signal gun, and the next, she sees her arm strike out, reaching for a pole in the 
ledge - the very same spot the spider had been at, though it had now vanished entirely. 


Her reach is true. Her body putting everything it has left into the spring, awkward as the 
trajectory is with only one leg. 


A hair’s breadth. An incalculably small gap between the tip of her fingers, and the ledge. 
She’s missed. 
And then she is caught. 


Flashing out of the darkness as though the darkness itself had created it from nothing, 
Charlie’s outstretched arm is suddenly held in a grip like cold iron and every bit as 
immovable. Claws not her own dig into her sleeve and through it, the flesh of her arm 
catching on them as it stops her from tumbling back down onto the bed of spikes. 


Charlie shouts in surprise as she stares with wide eyes at the figure. In the dim and without 
her glasses, she can see the fuzzy shapes of a face, a scruff of dark hair, and large yellow eyes 
set deeply into dark hollows. 


Below them, a mouth splits open. The whites of long, inhuman teeth flash. 
“No- prekrati eto, don’t move!” 


The voice is male, low and even and the English accented to accompany what sounded like 
some kind of order in...Russian? 


Another hand waves forward, holding itself out for her to take. Charlie’s is swinging too 
freely beside her swaying body as it hangs. 


Charlie doesn’t stop to think. She reaches up and takes it. 


Charlie had thought her own strength was impressive. Just like testing her supernatural speed 
alongside cars on the highway, Charlie had found feats like shoving a full dumpster out of the 
way had all the resistance of a pushing a cardboard box, or breaking the knob of a locked 
door with just a turn of her hand was as easy as twisting off the lid of a bottle. The strength 
behind the arms that now pulled her bodily up from the pit was nothing short of amazing, and 
Charlie wasn’t even the one doing it. She could feel it move almost through her, as though it 
couldn’t be fully contained in one body and overflowed into hers. She is lifted like she’s 
barely an inconvenience, pulled to the edge and then set down, so she doesn’t have to crawl 
her way forward. 


Charlie doubles forward, half laying and half crouched on the ground. Feeling the ghost of 
shivers in her body, but as usual, it doesn’t respond in kind. Her pure relief and wonderment 
is matched by the radiating pain of her leg...and her apprehension. 


When she feels she can, she glances up. Now that she’s closer, she can see the person who 
saved her much better. 


The man - Charlie thinks it is a man, based on the voice - is kneeling in front of her, bony 

hands now on his knees. The skin of the hands is pale, but not unnaturally so. Flesh toned, 
but sickly, and shot through with deep, thick lines, like bruising under the flesh as though 

struck with something that left welts that never fully healed. 


He’s wearing a red, somewhat threadbare sweater, under a baggy coat that had been modified 
to accommodate more pockets than was originally intended, sewn on almost randomly. The 
neck leading up to the head is long, and though she only caught a glimpse of it from this 
angle, at the back of the neck, white bone is exposed. Little protrusions of it, from each 
vertebrae, through the skin, like spines on a dragon. 


The face that looks down on her is lopsided. Not like Blue, though - this man has both his 
eyes, and a whole nose, though the proud line of it looks broken as if from some past fight 
and never properly set, and a scruff of dark hair covers his chin, paired with a short crop of it 
at the crown of his head. Rather, the mis-match comes in the form of the teeth, which don’t 
all fit in his mouth, a bit like Tweak’s, but with only slightly more order. At the bottom left, 


three peek out of the lips, inches long and hooking upwards to continually scratch at the 
upper lip under the nose, leaving a bleeding hole. 


The ears didn’t match either. The left seemed almost perfectly human, while the right was... 
long, large, and flopped a bit when the person moved their head. A bit like Tweak’s, yet 
again. 


Even in the stillness of the enclosed air, something manages to work its way past Charlie’s 
nose - something more than the dirt and rocks and blood, out of place and jarring. 


Licorice. Strong, and bitter, Charlie catches just a whiff of it on the air before it’s gone again, 
lost under everything else. 


Like being hit by a speeding semi truck, Charlie is struck with a wave of nausea that almost 
matches the pain in her leg for all that it seems to shake her to her core. Her head is spinning, 
and it feels like the world is falling out from under her. She sucks in a gasp of unneeded air, 
feeling like she has to breathe, even if it does her no good. 


Just as fast as the scent had come, just as quickly as the overwhelming confusion had hit her, 
it’s gone again. Charlie blinks hard, and tries to focus. 


“Was I chasing you?” Charlie asks, the question coming out of the blue and breaking the 
silence of the air around them. 


The man blinks, either not expecting her to talk or not expecting the question specifically. 


“Were you chasing after someone?” He asks, and yes, Charlie can definitely hear the accent 
now. It’s not very thick, and the English is perfectly pronounced, but it layers every word. 
Charlie doesn’t know enough to say for sure that it’s Russian, but certainly Eastern European. 


The apprehension in Charlie’s mind grows. She hadn’t gotten a good look at the person who 
she’d followed down this way, and with everything going wrong in so many ways she could 
never have predicted in such a short amount of time, she didn’t know what to trust. Or who. 


It was so easy to lie. 
Charlie just shakes her head a little, unsure of how to answer. 


The man seems to understand anyway, taking her silence for its own answer, and humming. 
His yellow eyes roam over her, and she’s too tired at this point to wonder what he sees. 


“T do not think I have seen you around before,” he says. “I take it you are not from here?” 


Charlie huffs, her eyebrow ticking. “Yes. My name is Charlie Faust - look, I don’t know what 
I did wrong, and no one will explain it to me if I did, so I’m just trying to get out since you 
all seem to want me gone enough to try drowning me and then leading me down a hole to 
impale myself-” 


The stranger raises his hands, in a pacifying motion. 


“Slow! Slow down. I did not lead you anywhere, malen‘kiy.” 


Any more of Charlie’s prepared rant is cut off with the foreign word, and she squints at him. 
“M-malink1?” She parrots. 


The man smiles. It’s...a kinder smile than perhaps she’d yet seen from any person yet. 
“Someone little. Someone new.” 


Charlie shifts on the ground. Some of the raw, bitter anger was replaced with a tinge of 
bashfulness under the surprise pet name. Arguments about the stranger’s defensiveness under 
her accusations are lost on her tongue. 


“T think I’m pretty lost,” she mumbles, shoulders slumping. 


The man’s eyes trail down from her face to her ruined leg. Charlie follows his eye and 
winces, though this time more from a deeper embarrassment. Shame, even. As though she’d 
failed some unknown test. 


With a short, decisive hum, the man moves to stand, brushing the loose dirt off his pants as 
he does so, and looking about. Charlie watches him from her spot on the ground and for a 
horrible moment, she thinks he’s going to leave. To abandon her in the dark with no idea 
where she is and even less of an ability to get anywhere else. The urge to reach out and cling 
to him is enormous and makes her hands actually twitch against the ground. 


But he does not move on. Just as before, a hand reaches down, offering itself to her. 
“My name is Osher Avram, though you may simply call me Avram. Most others do.” 
Charlie takes the hand, with two of hers. 

“Thank you,” Charlie breathes. 


Avram nods. “Let us go where you will be found.” 


‘Where she will be found’ turns out to not be too far from where she was to begin with. In a 
stroke of what one could honestly call actual luck, the unknown person she’d followed in the 
chase had unintentionally led her closer to her starting point than she’d have been able to find 
on her own. The paths all seemed to run at random, turns and branching ways popping out at 
odd corners; there are even holes and doors in the ceiling and on the floor. If she hadn’t been 
looking where she was going, Charlie would have fallen right down again. Trying to guess 
where any particular avenue would or could lead was impossible. 


Some doors they pass are open, showing off the rooms behind - some are empty, blank holes 
yet to be used. Others are filled with boxes and plastic tote bins and lockers. There are more 
nooks and hideaways and caches of seemingly random things. VHS tapes in boxes stacked 
high, a nest of blankets and old pillows stashed in the corner of some huge ventilation pipes 
above. There are long sections of walls smeared with graffiti that Charlie can’t make heads or 


tails of, except that there doesn’t seem to be any words or tagging as she’d know it. Almost 
like a mural made by many hands, purely pictographic in nature. 


Charlie limps along, with Avram’s arm around her shoulder. Sometimes, when something 
catches her eye, he allows her to pause and look at it for a few seconds longer. He doesn’t let 
her linger though, evidently set on getting her somewhere by a certain point of time. 


“What is this place?” Charlie asks, passing another store room that seems stuffed with old, 
used propane canisters. 


“Home,” Avram answers. “For whoever wants to stay.” 
“Are there...a lot of us?” 


Avram hums again. “Depends on who you ask. / think there is no such thing as too many 
when the company is good.” 


His hand squeezes around her shoulder a little. 
Charlie’s mouth twitches up without her consent. Just a little. 


“We do not get many guests, though,” Avram continues after a moment. “Our social graces 
are. Ah. Rusty.” 


“I’d have never guessed,” Charlie says. 


As they walk, the uneven tunnels steadily grow more uniform, stone turning to recognizable 
brickwork and concrete. The random offshoots are left behind. Sounds occasionally ring out 
in the gloom. Distant, or too-near for comfort. Metallic clanging, the whining drone of some 
machinery echoing oddly down the tunnels. Animal-like, some of them - the squeaking of 
rodents and scrabbling of little feet. 


Though she and Avram remain alone in the tunnels, Charlie more often than not feels 
watched. 


Charlie tries to keep her guard up as they walk. The last time she went with someone blindly, 
she ended up locked in a room, and nearly actually dead twice over. She keeps her own arm 
firmly around Avram and steps where he does. If he tries something she may be able to 
counter it. 


Or take him down with her. 


Avram does not trigger any traps though, and seems to let her set the pace. If anything, he 
seems more interested in watching her. 


More than once, Charlie has looked over and seen those deep yellow eyes locked on her, as 
though there was something new to look at each time. He doesn’t look away when he’s 
caught, just offering a raised eyebrow, or small smirk. Charlie quails under the attention and 
tries her best to ignore it. She was new, after all. 


Steadily, they move upwards. 


A flight of stairs almost bests Charlie, over a dozen steps, each necessitating a pause before 
trying the next. By the time she lands her good foot solidly at the top, she’s almost too tired 
to realize what she’s hearing, smelling. 


The roar of water. Dampness in the air. 


It grows louder, and when they emerge from the other side of a tunnel, the waterfall flows 
into the darkness below. They are standing on the other side of the bridge, where Blue had led 
her and disappeared. There at the opposite side sits the mass of twisted bars, one of which 
was the secret lever to drop the bridge. 


Charlie can’t help but freeze as she sees it. 
Avram looks from the bridge, to her, and back again. 
“T see.” 


He offers no apology for anything or anyone, even if he seems to have worked out what had 
happened. He simply moves forward and Charlie has no choice but to follow. 


The bridge shakes under their footsteps and the phantom sensation of the world dropping out 
from underneath her squeezes her insides. There’s no one to pull the mechanism - that she 
can see anyway - and Avram being with her means no one likely would dare, probably, but 
Charlie can’t help but try and get across as fast as she’s physically capable of. 


They get there and Charlie almost collapses to the ground if not for Avram’s hold of her. 


The pain in her leg hasn’t left her, and Charlie is starting to wonder what she will do about it. 
She will...definitely need to replace the blood that had been lost. The memory of Blue’s 
scratched face comes to mind, the rapid healing of the wounds with what seemed like just a 
bit of mental concentration. Hm... 


The sound of someone speaking breaks through her thoughts. 


This time, unlike in the smaller, zig-zagging maze below, these voices are clear. They don’t 
sound very far - in fact, they sound like they’re right around the corner. 


And she knew them. 


Charlie almost tore herself from Avram’s grasp as she stumbled her way up the narrow stairs, 
a renewed strength like lightning in her limbs. 


She comes out into the wider hallway, where further down, Tweak’s computer room would be 
if she just turned the corner. She doesn’t have to go that far, though. 


Blue and Alfred are standing in the middle of the open hall, looking like they were in the 
middle of a debate. Blue’s hands are on his hips, the good side of his face frowning. Alfred is 


standing tall and placid, looking almost bored of whatever argument Blue might have been 
making. 


He looks to be about to make his own statement when they both turn to look at the loud, 
staggering footfalls coming up from below. 


It is a testament to her anger that she can so easily ignore the bloom of pain in her leg as she 
puts weight on it to help launch herself forward. Blue doesn’t have time to do more than get 
half of her name out of his mouth, “Charl-!” before her fist cracks into it. 


Alfred calls her name, tone angry. Behind her someone else is running forward, probably 
Avram, but Charlie’s ears feel like they’re ringing as she grabs the front of Blue’s shirt and 
lands another hit, her knuckles aching. Blue’s own arms are coming up, attempting to block 
her. Maybe in a fair fight she wouldn’t have even managed this much, but she's got the 
element of surprise, and her fury puts speed into her blows. 


Open your hand, curl your claws. Bite him. There is blood from where his teeth have cut his 
lip, lick it, bite it, take strength from him, BITE HIM- 


Stronger hands than her own grab her, hauling her back. Charlie’s claws hook into the fabric, 
Blue’s shirt tearing at the collar as she goes. Blue reaches up and forces her grip off of him, 
shoving her back. 


Another moment, and she would have done as the thoughts in her head wanted. As she 
wanted. 


Avram holds her arms back as the frantic energy begins to lessen, just as fast as it had come. 
Alfred stands with Blue, who’s holding his face - the better side - and looking every bit as 
caught off-guard as he must have been. Fucking good. 


Alfred’s voice commanding as she steps forward, between her and Blue. “That’s more than 
enough! You will calm yourself, now.” 


“Don’t tell me to be calm!” Charlie shouts back, her voice explosive. “He deserves it, and 
more! And Tweak, wherever he is! Every fucking night since I even met you people has gone 
from bad to worse! I almost fucking died!” 


Her words don’t seem to have the effect they should. Even her tone, enraged as she is, 
doesn’t much move any of the three. Alfred’s face remains stony, and Blue looks not at all 
ashamed. Only the surprise from her attack, which is fading. 


Behind her, she thinks she even hears Avam suppress a quiet laugh. 


Her anger redoubles. Charlie focuses on Alfred. “I was promised answers, damn you!” She 
hisses. 


Alfred sighs, actually reaching up to pinch the bridge of his nose like she is a petulant child 
and this is all just a misunderstanding, or tantrum on her part. 


“And you will be given them. After-” 


“After I get trapped in an underground river forever, or stuck at the bottom of a spike pit?” 
Charlie exclaims, and Alfred opens his eyes to glance over her, seeing the wound on her leg 
or the first time. His lips thin. 


“After need for caution has been met, and time can be taken to properly explain. Without 
interruption.” 


His gaze shifts then, moving from her face to over her shoulder. To Avram. 


A change comes over his face, turning simple displeasure into something unreadable. It’s 
strange enough that it gives Charlie pause in her anger. 


“What are you doing here,” Alfred asks, though it’s not really phrased like a question. 


Avram shrugs. “Minding myself. I found this,” he lets go of one arm to pat Charlie on the 
head, never minding her flinch, “a little bit lost. So I said I would bring her to people who can 
help.” 


“Ah. How fortunate,” Alfred says plainly. 
Avram’s gaze never leaves Alfred’s, who does the same. 


There is a long beat of silence between the four. Charlie moves a little and the fact that she’d 
put significant weight on the wounded leg comes back to haunt her tenfold. She can’t bite 
back the sound she makes, and all attention is suddenly back on her. 


Avram’s hold on her loostens and then drops fully when it’s clear that Charlie no longer has 
the will to go after Blue anymore. She balances as well as she can on one leg, pulling away 
from Avram, who straightens his own clothing. 


“Well. If we are all satisfied,” Alfred says at length eyeing Charlie,“thank you for finding her. 
We will see to her recuperation.” 


Charlie almost manages to take a whole step back. 


“T don’t trust you. So far, all anyone has done, aside from him,” Charlie says, pointing to 
Avram, “‘is talk in circles and make empty promises.” 


Blue comes forward now. 


“It’s over with now, I promise,” he says, and there seems to be some sincerity in it. “We can 
get you back to your room and have something to drink to heal that up-” 


Charlie shies from him, glaring. “No. You can’t promise that, after everything.” 
“Tt’s sunrise soon, Charlie. You’re gonna collapse on the floor-” 


“That’s better than anything else that’s happened!” 


“Charlie,” Blue says, and there is a softness to his voice. “Please. We can help. We will help 
now. And if you don’t like it...you can leave. Okay? You can take all of your stuff and just 
go. We just had to be sure.” 


“Be sure of what?” Charlie cries incredulously. 
Blue’s words are almost just as helpless. “That you weren’t going to hurt us. 


Charlie can’t take this. She’s shaking her head. She can’t. It’s another trap, another trick, 
another lie in the dark taking advantage of someone lost and alone and vulnerable for 
whatever ends they can get from her empty body- 


“Take their offer, malen'kiy,” Avram says suddenly. “They will be good to you now.” 


Charlie startles and turns to look at him. His smile is back, though he’s not looking at her 
while he says it. 


He’s got his gaze locked with Alfred again. Alfred’s eyes are like dark pits of their own as 
they lock onto Avram’s. 


The seconds tick by. For the first time, Charlie feels her body start to shudder. 


“..You said you could heal me?” She murmurs, and it’s like a deep breath after a scare, when 
you’re not sure if the fright is finished, but your lungs ache for air. 


Blue comes forward, now that she’s letting him. “It’s more like you'll fix yourself, but we’ll 
teach you. C’mon, while we have time.” 


He lets her lean on him as he turns to lead her back to the sparse room they’d given her. 
Despite her own harsh hands, Blue’s are...gentle. She could pull away if she truly wanted. 
The thought of the cot and space heater and minifridge of blood is almost too much in her 
mind for the sheer comfort of them. She’s unsure of if she’ll manage to get anything in her 
before utter exhaustion and the daytime torpor claimed her. 


Before she’s gone though, she gives one last peek over her shoulder to the two older 
vampires. 


Avram is already gone. Either disappeared down the tunnel and away, into parts of the vast 
underground network unknown, or simply having pulled his own invisibility over himself. 
Alfred is still standing where he’d been when Charlie had come back. 


His eyes are boring into her, mirror-like silver meeting black. Two shards of ice right through 
her. 


She quickly looks away. 


Outside, the sun slowly rises. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


